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Becoming Queer in the Twentieth Century: Historical Overview

Historical Overview
Queer history is a project in tracing both the cultural and cognitive dimensions of
a salient social identity. Locating the queer subject necessitates a thorough sociohistorical
examination of the identity discourses operative in a changing historical context in
addition to the multiple institutions—juridical, medical, religious, etc—defining and
regulating gender and sexuality (Foucault 1980; Bronski 2011). In the process of
rendering certain sexual behaviors and gender expressions intelligible within particular
paradigms of knowledge (legal, psychological, moral), these institutions create
normalized and defined categories of human existence that we then take as ‘real.’ These
identities both unite and distinguish us from each other. The identity of difference in fact
provides a map to the organization of social relationships.
Although gender and sexual identity has itself become so challenged as to mix
into an alphabet soup of increasingly elaborate and overlapping configurations
(LGBTQIAP+), it is hardly the singular mode by which we have understood sexual and
gender variance historically (Faderman 2015; Eaklor 2008; Bronski 2011). The idea that
proclivities to certain same-sex sexual activities or gender nonconforming behaviors
manifest from a native interiority (one’s innate being) that then constitutes one’s selfidentity (and, in turn, belonging into a distinctive human group) is a relatively recent
concept (Foucault 1978; Bronski 2011; Eaklor 2008; Faderman 2015). There has been
noted extensive variations in systems of sexual and gender classification across time,
geography, and culture.

These epistemologies are far from static and rely on an
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unremitting reification in the social world to maintain legitimacy as the means by which
we ultimately determine what is real and what is truth (Foucault 1980).
My queer historical analysis will begin with the institutionalization of the term,
“homosexual,” in the United States occurring around the late nineteenth century and
progress from there. I will use the term “queer,” not necessarily to refer to a specific
formulation of LGBTQ—or Lesbian, Gay, Bisexual, Transgender, and Queer—identity
as we understand it today.

Rather, “queer” will signify a subject position against

dominant discourses of gender and sexuality in a given cultural and historical location, an
orientation vis-à-vis what was considered natural and normative (Seidman 1996).
Furthermore, in addition to the employment of the term queer throughout this study, I
will make an effort to utilize the language particular to specific epochs –namely
homosexual, gay, lesbian, transgender, LGBT, and so on—to honor the historicallyspecific framing of fluctuating U.S. queer identities and to reflect how persons local to
these times likely understood themselves and were understood by various institutions and
communities (Faderman 2015). In the following pages, I will endeavor to lay out a
history of developments in queer identity in the United States as it intersects with various
medical, cultural, political, and legal practices. This investigation will allow me to
ascertain how sociological forces have shaped both constraints and opportunities for
queer identity and entitlements.

The Late 1800’s and the Creation of the Homosexual Subject
There were a constellation of forces that turned sexuality into the now locus of
self-understanding, connoting one’s sexual being- and indeed the early emphasis was on
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the sexual dimension of the homosexual self- and, by extension, one’s social essence as a
distinctive “species” of humanity: a heterosexual or homosexual, a gay or lesbian, a
member of the LGBTQ community, a queer person, the list goes on as history takes
twists and turns (Foucault 1980; Faderman 2015). Same-sex sexual relationships had
experienced various sorts of temporally and culturally specific normalization before the
creation of the “homosexual” such as the institution of pederasty in ancient Athenian
Greek society in which older men were able to engage in socially sanctioned sexual
relationships with pubescent and adolescent boys (Meem et al 2010). This same sort of
pederastic behavior occurred in Rome with lesser toleration as fines accompanied
discovered sexual conduct with free boys, but these fines did not exist with slave boys.
Nevertheless, pederasty is far different than the adult liaisons and partnerships that tend
to characterize American same-sex behaviors and these disparate attitudes and social
rules pertaining to same-sex activities attest to the vacillating constructions of sexuality
throughout history. The homosexual coming into being in the late nineteenth century is
but one of many other constructions.
Categories of identity as well as the practices that constitute them live in
distinctive social worlds such that the terminology we use to label people and the terms
these people use to understand themselves are all contingent on social context. The
distinction between gender and sexuality is very salient today, however a history of
“homosexuality” shows that sexual deviance and gender non-conformity were originally
understood together rather than as mutually exclusive from one another in the academy,
sciences, and the wider public (Valentine 2007; Stryker 2008; Faderman 2015).
Presently, we can particularize sexual and gender identities to extremely rational and
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specific degrees such that we have more stable boundaries in place separating a gay
person from a cross-dresser from a transsexual person, yet the past reveals a social
process of sometimes idiosyncratic discursive formations that intimately connect these
phenomena and place these now more dissimilar subjects into the same “species.” Prior
to the sexological classification and medicalization of homosexuality as a mental disorder
that could be diagnosed, treated, and cured, the legal and cultural discourse surrounding
same-sex behaviors was just that, a preoccupation with specific actions and practices
rather than the idea that these actions signified a particular human type or interior nature
(Foucault 1980; Eaklor 2008).
Boston marriages, or long-term romantic friendships between women in the early
nineteenth century, demonstrate that homosexual anxieties, at least as they pertained to
women, were largely not in effect (Meem et al. 2010). An article in the Evening Post by
Williams Cullen Bryant in 1843 describes the romantic friendship of a female couple in
Vermont which would be difficult to read as anything but some sort of iteration of a
queer relationship in the present:
In their youthful days, they took each other as companions for life, and this union,
no less sacred to them than the tie of marriage, has subsisted, in uninterrupted
harmony, for 40 years, during which they have shared each others’ occupations
and pleasures and works of charity while in health, and watched over each other
tenderly in sickness…. They slept on the same pillow and had a common purse,
and adopted each others relations, and … I would tell you of their dwelling,
encircled with roses, … and I would speak of the friendly attentions which their
neighbors, people of kind hearts and simple manners, seem to take pleasure in
bestowing upon them (Faderman 2012:14)
These female friendships were a respected social institution and viable option for women
so long as they remained de-sexualized, an eligible male did not come along, and the
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women could find some way to economically subsist as women still remained rather
fiscally disenfranchised in this era (Faderman 2012).
Eaklor (2008) contends that initial laws outlawing sodomy- an early term
assigned to anal or oral non-procreative intercourse- and/or buggery- a colloquial term for
anal intercourse- in colonial America and into the 19th century, were motivated by a
desire to outlaw what was deemed as immoral and deviant sexual behaviors. This effort
was underpinned by the assumption that almost anyone had the potential to enact these
moral failings. Judeo-Christian ideals dealing with the procreative purpose of the sexual
act were codified into these laws. These juridical procedures were not specifically
designed to discriminate against or criminalize a certain sect of the population as all
persons were considered capable of such aberrant activities or sins. Similarly, in the
1850’s we see a rise in city ordinances passed that outlaw cross-dressing or appearing in
public “in a dress not belonging to his or her sex” which policed gender normativity even
before the construction of the transgender subject (Stryker 2008:38).
If anything, non-white and foreign Americans were more targeted by anti-sodomy
and buggery laws until the late nineteenth century (Eaklor 2008). However, anti-sodomy
and buggery laws in addition to laws enacted afterward such as those concerning
vagrancy, lewdness, and public indecency would be used to police sexually- and gendervariant people more explicitly in the centuries to follow (Faderman 2015; Eaklor 2008).
So the question is, how did U.S. conceptualizations of sexually deviant practices
transform to what has now grown into politicized subjects who not only define
themselves in terms of their sexual preferences and performances of gender, but also
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petition for equal rights and protections through these increasingly public social
identities?
Many credit the turn of the 20th century with the creation of “the homosexual.”
In 1869, German physician Karl Westphal is recognized as one of the first to begin
labeling such phenomena as a human type when in a piece featured in the Archive for
Psychiatry and Nervous Diseases, he describes a new abnormality or mental disorder
called “contrary sexual feelings” (Meem et al 2010; Eaklor 2008). Westphal’s
interpretation of persons whose predominant feelings were for the same sex was very
much connected to the degree of their adherence to the gender ideologies of his era as the
men were described as generally effeminate and the women “mannish” in behavior and
appearance (Meem et al. 2010). Thus, the idea of “sexual inversion” became a prominent
framework in understanding same-sex desiring individuals; “inverts” were believed to
possess an inborn reversed gender embodiment coming with instilled proclivities to
cross-gender traits, behaviors, and even phenotypes (Valentine 2007). Westphal went as
far as to say that male inverts had softer complexions, feminine deposits of fat, and were
less muscular rooting his theory of sexual inversion in an individual’s visual appearance
in part (Meem et al. 2010). Later that same year, writer Karl-Maria Kertbeny coined the
term “homosexual” to describe persons with same-sex sexual interest in a series of
pamphlets arguing against Prussian anti-sodomy laws that was later adopted by
sexologists as the field developed (Bronski 2011).
Early conceptualizations of homosexuality and gender variance were closely
associated with each other throughout the late nineteenth century and the first half of the
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twentieth in the discourse of “inversion” making the differentiations between what we
consider “gay” and “lesbian” versus “transgender” far less significant and meaningful
back then (Stryker 2008). There are documented instances of women that cross-dressed
in order to serve in the Civil War, some scholars estimating from Union doctors’
accounts that at least 400 of these sorts of women participated in the war effort
(Faderman 2012). Even after the war, cross-dressing women that passed as men are seen
throughout American society primarily motivated by the social and economic promise of
such gender presentations (Faderman 2012; Stryker 2008). Even though many see the
practice of women’s cross-dressing in this context as a means of navigating oppressive
structures that regulated women and attaining more privileged and free social positioning,
these women would often understood by sexologists as inverts due to their masculine
appearances which were indicative of “masculine” desires under their framework.
These new sexological categories and increasingly detailed explications of cases
of sexual diversity would then come to the United States. Havelock Ellis was the most
influential sexologist in the U.S. and in 1901 his Studies in the Psychology of Sex began
publication in Philadelphia, the second volume titled “Sexual Inversion” (Eaklor 2008).
Ellis followed the same trend in sexology at the time of linking sexual preferences to the
gender roles of his time, that inverts were those whose gender behavior did not properly
“match” the “natural” traits of their biological sex (Eaklor 2008). Gradually, what was
once considered a sin, moral failing, and/or criminal behavior began to crystalize as a
human type that should be entrusted to a growing number of medical “experts” and
“professionals” instead of judges and ministers (Eaklor 2008; Faderman 2015).
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Foucault (1980:42) masterfully summarizes this shift in his History of Sexuality,
Volume I:
As defined by the ancient civil or canonical codes, sodomy was a category of
forbidden acts; their perpetrator was nothing more than the juridical subject of
them. The nineteenth-century homosexual became a personage, a past, a case
history, and a childhood, in addition to being a type of life, a life form, and a
morphology, with an indiscreet anatomy and possibly a mysterious physiology.
The sexual deviance of prior times was progressively thought of not as a singular action
or practice, but rather as indicative of a defined and disordered figure, the homosexual.
Same-sex sexual behaviors were not necessarily just isolated transgressions, but
symptomatic of an unwell person. These sexological classifications imposed a binarist
view of sexuality as either heterosexual or homosexual as they were so intimately defined
and connected to the two-gender system of the Western world (Eaklor 2008).
Starting around the 1920’s the psychiatric establishment would start explaining
homosexuality originally through more Freudian terms as an arrested state of
psychosexual development (Meem et al 2010). Freud believed that all humans were born
bisexual, but became homosexual or heterosexual based on one’s social experiences with
others. Other popular theories included the idea that homosexuality was caused by one’s
socialization by an overly dominant mother or distant or passive father. In any case, law,
religion, and medicine competed over jurisdiction of homosexuality producing their own
brands of knowledge concerning these persons. Though, to be viewed as someone who
was ill rather than a criminal or sinner is arguably a more sympathetic portrayal of the
homosexual (Chauncey 1994; D’Emilio 1983).
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Turn of the Century and the Queer Underground
As same-sex desire went from a socially deviant act to a disorder/disease that
could be treated, it conversely allowed for “homosexual” persons to come together under
a shared personhood reified by scientific and medical establishments and even more
salient as policemen incorporated these discursive identifications into their surveillance
and regulatory practices (Faderman 2015). This recognition of “homosexual” as a social
identity, albeit still abnormal/immoral, allowed homosexual people to unify and build
communities largely in urban spaces (Seidman 1996; Weeks 2007; Chauncey 1994).
Although homosexuals were “discovered” as pathological people in need of help, they
were also named in a way that endowed them with a sense of commonality that enabled
them to organize early rudimentary and oftentimes secret networks and groups.
Moreover, these changes happened alongside the United States’ growth as a global
industrial capitalist forerunner. Urban growth and the availability of non-agrarian labor
facilitated queer persons’ being able to organize their lives around their romantic/sexual
desires rather than normative nuclear family structures that were once essential for
subsistence (D’Emilio 1983; Eaklor 2008). Cities provided anonymity while rural
communities came with heightened surveillance by families and religious communities
that prevented more freely elected same-sex erotic and romantic life. These migrations of
queer persons into the city eventually allowed for sub-cultures to form.
By the early 20th century “gay” had popularized as a synonym for “homosexual”
in the underground queer culture (Faderman 2015). In this context, gay encompassed
people who would be later called transgender and bisexual in addition to persons who
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identified as primarily attracted to people of the same sex. In Gertrude Stein’s short story
“Miss Furr and Miss Skeene,” written in 1908 and published in Vanity Fair in 1922 about
two of her acquaintances’ tumultuous lesbian relationship, we can find one of the first
literary uses of the word “gay” (Faderman 2015). Although much of the audience for the
work likely did not understand Stein’s use of the word gay, it was intended as a sort of
nod and joke to those parts of the gay underground that could catch the term’s double
meaning (Faderman 2015). Those labeled homosexual were already finding less
pathologizing and coded ways to identify themselves and each other. Gay would not
become a term in popular use until the 1970’s through the activism and rhetoric of the
“Stonewall Generation” (Faderman 2015).
In the realm of LGBTQ studies, documentation of underground urban subcultures abounds even prior to the proliferation and popular adoption of the term
“homosexual” (Eaklor 2008). Dr. Magnus Hirschfeld, a pioneering German sexologist,
published correspondence regarding an active underground organized around same-sex
desire in Boston, Chicago, Denver, New York, and Philadelphia following his visit to the
United States in 1893 (Eaklor 2008). In the 1920’s queer persons began to noticeably
amass in bohemian neighborhoods in cities such as in San Francisco’s Barbary coast,
Harlem and Greenwich Village in New York City, and New Orleans French Quarter
(Scagliotti, Schiller, & Rosenberg 1984). Moreover, with prohibition came a greater
proliferation of underground cultures, namely speak-easies (illicit liquor stores and
nightclubs), which became integral homosexual meeting places.
In his exhaustive study of New York around the early 20th century, Chauncey
(1994) reveals complex geographies of men seeking social and sexual meeting places
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with other men across the city. These spaces ranged from parks, streets, and cafeterias to
hotels and other rooming accommodations running the gambit of both public and private
domains to compose an intricate network structured around same-sex desire and
intersecting with class and racial statuses (Chauncey 1994). According to Chauncey
(1994), the hotel of the YMCA (Young Men’s Christian Association) had a reputation as
a center for “sex and social life” for these homosexual men.
Chauncey (1994) also sheds light on a unique discursive framing of queer identity
in this particular culture. Among working-class men, one’s normality was more so
established by their adherence to traditional masculine characteristics and active role in
sex; what made one queer in early 20th century New York was if you were a man that was
more gender non-conforming and thought to be the passive (read: penetrated) partner in
your sexual encounters. These more effeminate men were called “fairies” (also “queens”
and “faggots”) and would sometimes adopt feminine mannerisms, clothing, and wear
make-up (Chauncey 1994).

White working-class “normal” men would tolerate the

“fairies” while white middle-class masculine men desiring other men were offended by
their overtness and gender variance. By the 1940’s gay was becoming a more common
identifier in the urban queer community that reflected a movement away from
understanding same-sex desire in terms of “gender personas” and toward a framework
based on “sexual object choice” (Chauncey 1994). However, this study of early 20th
century queerness in New York testifies to the gradual adoption of sexological and
medical discourses by queer persons in understanding themselves and the subsuming and
erasure of earlier sexual taxonomies by specific social classes in certain time periods and
localities.
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Of course these opportunities for participation and generation of sexual
underground networks were more disproportionately and significantly open to men who
experienced greater economic inclusion and privilege in the late 19th and early 20th
centuries. There is less documentation of women’s underground sexual culture with one
another likely due to the salience of separate spheres’ ideologies coinciding with the rise
of industrial capitalism (Eaklor 2008). Women did not have as much access to public
space which formed a significant portion of the gay male underground culture nor as
much choice in the geographical localities in which they ended up (D’Emilio 1983;
Chauncey 1994). However, lesbian bars are recorded in New York in Harlem and
Greenwich Village (D’Emilio 1983; Faderman 2008) by the 1920’s and 1930’s.

In fact,

Faderman (2012:73) states:
…Sherwood Anderson suggests in his post-World War I collection of stories
Winesburg, Ohio (“Hands”), in Harlem tolerance extended to such a degree that
black lesbians in butch/femme couples married each other in large wedding
ceremonies, replete with bridesmaids and attendants. Real marriage licenses were
obtained by masculinizing a first name or having a gay male surrogate apply for a
license for the lesbian couple
White women would also explore the homosexual bar scene in Harlem in a more exotic
and voyeuristic sense, as a temporary exploration of a more colorful and laissez-faire
environment, a sort of “sexual colonialism” (Faderman 2012). In any case, even as
gender ideologies of the era limited women’s options for organizing sexual enclaves and
inhibited movement within the city itself, gay women still developed pockets for
exploration, inclusion, and community formation within urban environments similar to
and distinct from that of gay men.
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During World War II, the army acted as a space for lesbians in certain respects as
well (Faderman 2012). One soldier interviewed in Before Stonewall describes how after
General Eisenhower ordered her to compose a list of various homosexuals in the WAC
battalion, she confessed that she herself would have to be on that list along with the
majority of the unit:
Yessir. If the General pleases I will be happy to do this investigation…. But, sir, it
would be unfair of me not to tell you, my name is going to head the list…. You
should also be aware that you’re going to have to replace all the file clerks, the
section heads, most of the commanders, and the motor pool…. I think you should
also take into consideration that there have been no illegal pregnancies, no cases
of venereal disease, and the General himself has been the one to award good
conduct commendations and service commendations to these members of the
WAC detachment (Scagliotti, Schiller, and Rosenberg 1984)
Likewise, World War II created unique opportunities for gay men to coalesce as they
were drafted into single-sex societies for years. The United Service Organization (USO)
was an all-male performance group during the War that featured men in drag in their
shows (Bronski 2011). Even when women were incorporated into the USO, they were
largely in charge of back-stage activities and the drag characters continued (Bronski
2011). The War brought both queer women and queer men together from across the
country helping them to see themselves as a community with nationwide significance
(Bronski 2011).
From the early 19th century to World War II one can see a more clearly
demarcated and popularly understood ideation of what constituted a “homosexual” as
well as more vibrant yet covert communities and networks structured around same-sex
desire. Indeed, in the process of naming the “homosexual” homosexuals were now
placed under the scrutiny and control of law, medicine, and religion, “a triad of sin, crime
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and sickness” (Eaklor 2008).

In fact, the motion picture code banned nearly all

references to homosexuality by 1935 (Scagliotti,

Schiller, and Rosenberg 1984).

However, this naming additionally resulted in the ability of homosexuals to congregate
around a collective identity and work to reconstruct themselves within certain enclaves
and eventually into broader society.

Post-WW2 and Homophile Organizations: Coming Out and Conformity
If the early part of the twentieth century largely dealt with the creation of the
homosexual and subsequent institutional examination, then the mid-twentieth century
dealt more with heightened surveillance of the homosexual in conjunction with
homosexuals pushing back on this pathologizing label after sufficient network
development. Foucault (1980:101) describes the twofold result of the discursive
rendering of homosexuality beyond simply medicinal and legal impediments:
but it also made possible the formation of a "reverse" discourse: homosexuality
began to speak on its own behalf, to demand that its legitimacy or "naturality" be
acknowledged, often in the same vocabulary, using the same categories by which
it was medically disqualified
The homosexual now had a language to describe their sexual desires and could fight to
legitimate such personshood and behaviors in the world. The frequent narrative before
the birth of the homosexual was an isolated individual facing difficulty in labeling their
feelings and locating these desires as well as other similar persons in broader culture and
society. Following the crystallization of the human type, “the homosexual,” this problem
was in part alleviated in the growing urban sub-culture and new vocabularies to describe
sexual and gender variance.
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These clandestine meeting grounds for gay men and women by no means meant
that homosexuality was simply accepted by other institutions. In his 1947 speech Dr.
Carleton Simon, special deputy police commissioner for New York State declared that
“born-male homosexualists…are easy to spot by their female characteristics: their walk,
body contour, voice, mannerisms…The ‘women homosexualists’ are fickle, always eager
to add to the list of their conquests, and are extremely jealous of the object of their lusts
(qtd in Faderman 2015:4). Simon also believed that homosexuals had psychopathic
personalities and thought highly of Illinois policy where convicted homosexual people
could be held in psychiatric prisons until “recovery” (Faderman 2015).

Alongside

Simon during this period, there was Nebraskan physician Dr. Miller who believed that
homosexuals should receive “large doses of sedatives or other treatment” to prevent them
“from performing acts of homosexuality” thinking that there were certain times each
month when homosexuals engaged in compulsive aberrant sexual practices (Faderman
2015). Gay persons still faced a number of challenges in navigating both being
criminalized and institutionalized by psychiatric establishments. Moreover, non-urban
spaces might have exhibited even more radical pathologization of homosexuality.
These prejudiced quotations and circulating theories of homosexuality were only
microcosms of the increased surveillance and censure queer people faced in the midtwentieth century. The Committee for the Study of Sex Variants (CSSV) was founded in
1935 in NYC and determined that visible evidence of homosexuality could include
“genitals, skeletal structures, musculature, and voices of their subjects” (Valentine 2007:
42; Eaklor 2008). By attempting to verify visible signals of homosexuality, the CSSV
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intensified the scrutiny homosexuals faced by essentially creating a tangible body of
proof and rubric to look out for in anyone’s quest to label someone homosexual.
In 1950, the “Lavender Scare” arose in the broader rise of McCarthyism in which
a report and resolution named “Employment of Homosexuals and Other Sex Perverts in
Government” was distributed to members of Congress calling homosexuals a “security
risk” (Eaklor 2008). Homosexuals were accused of being Russian spies and sympathizers
becoming a part of the government’s hunt for “subversives” and political dissidents
(Scagliotti, Schiller, and Rosenberg 1984). Eisenhower expanded this with Executive
Order 10450 which made homosexuality grounds for dismissal from the federal
government.

In 1952, the American Psychological Association officially classified

homosexuality as a “sociopathic personality disorder” in the DSM-I (Eaklor 2008). Even
California passed a constitutional amendment partially designed to police gay bars that
gave the state the power to revoke the liquor license of an establishment known to be a
“resort” where “sexual perverts” congregated (Faderman 2015).
Homosexuality was not accepted in the public sphere. In areas where
criminalization was active, police forces would even actively search for homosexual
gatherings in order to expose and eradicate them. Police would act as undercover agents
infiltrating bars to find and convict homosexuals under “vag-lewd” (laws criminalizing
against vagrancy and definitions “lewdness” originally used against the homeless and sex
works) and “disorderly conduct” laws, among others depending on the region (Faderman
2015). Homosexuality seemed to only be able to safely manifest itself in secrecy (which
became increasingly more difficult with strengthening surveillance) or one would risk
one’s employment or public social standing. Even when gay bars were shut down in the
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40’s and 50’s, little public protest followed in California because to protest such things
was to “claim an identity as pervert and psychopath” (Faderman 2015).
On the other hand, perhaps these intensifying fears of homosexuality were also
symptomatic of its growing presence, at least in the imagination of the populace. Alfred
Kinsey’s Sexual Behavior of the Human Male was published in 1948 and then reviewed
by nearly every major newspaper and magazine in the U.S. (Faderman 2015). This study
claimed that 46% of American males admitted that as adults they had “reacted” sexually
to both males and females and 37% had ‘at least one homosexual “experience” as an
adult (Kinsey 1948). The Sexual Behavior of the Human Female was later published in
1953. Kinsey challenged the binary of sexuality and posited that same-sex desire was far
more rampant than many probably initially thought. The Kinsey report helped queer
people understand that they were not just a microscopic and isolated minority but a
sizable entity that could come together and enact change (Scagliotti, Schiller, and
Rosenberg 1984). It also began to challenge the binarity of sexual conceptualizations that
dictated that one was only ever heterosexual or homosexual.
Inspired in part the findings of Kinsey’s study showing him he was far from
alone, Harry Hays founded the first sustained national gay rights organization, the
“homophile” Mattachine Society owing its name to a masked fraternity in the French
Renaissance (Faderman 2015). The Mattachine Society, headquartered in Los Angeles,
was put on the map when, in 1952, its Fifth Order of the Mattachine Society, composed
of its founding members, rushed to the aid of Dale Jennings.

Dale Jennings was

convicted under vag-lewd laws after a cop allegedly coerced him into having sex with
him. It was typical for men convicted under vag-lewd laws at this time to either plead
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guilty or no contest (essentially accepting charges without explicitly declaring one’s
guilt) and then hope that the whole thing would not wreck their social standing or
reputation. However, as Jennings’ attorney Shibly uttered in his opening statement that
“Yes, my client is homosexual…But homosexuality and lasciviousness are not the same
thing,” he set into motion a whole new form of argumentation and conduct between
homosexuals and the court system (Faderman 2015:65). This moment was important in
that it was one of the first times a homosexual challenged their legal conviction while
simultaneously claiming their identity as a homosexual. Shibley called homosexual after
homosexual as witnesses over the three-day trial that testified about what it was like to
live as a sexually variant person (Faderman 2015). In the end, after one deadlocked jury
the city attorney moved to dismiss the trial instead of incur the expenses of another trial.
This victory reverberated across the nation as Mattachine chapters opened all over
California, St. Louis, Chicago, and New York.
Yet even with this victory, the Mattachine Society refrained from being associated
with anything political. The Fifth Order’s official policy statement in 1953 said that they
“must never be identified with any ‘ism,’ political, religious, or otherwise” (Faderman
2015:66). The Mattachine Society made a conscientious effort to maintain this apolitical
image while also putting forth a more normalized gender identity for members of the
organization. In the 1950’s, the Mattachine Society put pressure to silence left-leaning
members (sometimes actual communist-party members) and rejected “overtness,”
“flamboyance,” “and gender-transgressive models of homosexuality” (Valentine 2007:
45). Moreover, the publications of the Society were often authored with pseudonyms to
keep the identity of members confidential and prevent backlash (Faderman 2015).

20

Becoming Queer in the Twentieth Century: Historical Overview

The Daughters of Bilitis (DOB), the first lesbian rights organization established in
1955 headquartered in San Francisco, cultivated similar goals and images as the
Mattachine Society. The DOB’s mission was to combat the deviant marginalization of
Lesbians by ‘educat[ing] the variant,’ and they advocated for inclusion through adoption
of “a mode of behavior and dress acceptable to society” (Faderman 2015: 70). The DOB
once said that butch lesbians “were the worst publicity we could get” (Valentine
2007:46). The DOB also authorized “responsible” psychologists, sociologists, and other
“experts” to study their members (Faderman 2015).

This was a move akin to the

approach of the Mattachine Society that allowed Evelyn Hooker to publish a sympathetic
study of homosexuals using some of their members as a sample, an initiative that in turn
helped with the de-pathologization of homosexuality (Eaklor 2008; Scagliotti, Schiller,
& Rosenberg 1984).
Both organizations did not ever reach more than a couple hundred members
nationally in any given year (Faderman 2015). Overall, the Mattachine Society and the
Daughters of Bilitis seemed to not seek to overhaul social institutions, but rather sought
acceptance from them through projecting a respectable and normative imagining of the
homosexual largely defined by middle-class white people (Faderman 2015). The
Mattachine Society and Daughters of Bilitis ultimately sought to assimilate to society
more than transform it. In naming themselves homophile organizations their intention
was to take the emphasis off of the sexual and become less controversial (Faderman
2015). In short, in the presence of a hostile political, legal, and medical climate, queer
people created organizations to combat discrimination through channels deemed more
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appropriate like the court system in addition to intentionally trying to create a more
acceptable homosexual figure in the public imagination.

The Beginnings of Gay Liberation and the Stonewall Riots
The 60’s and 70’s saw a radicalization of the gay rights movement, departing
from the more conservative tactics of the homophile organizations of the 50’s. There are
a number of precursors to the seminal moment of the Stonewall Riots in 1969. The
Stonewall Riots represent more of a culmination of various activist leg-work and the
reaching of a threshold than a flip-switch sort of historical moment. In September of
1964, the first pickets for gay rights by the Sexual Freedom League of New York took
place at the U.S. Army Induction Center to protest the armed forces discrimination
against gay people and the witch hunts occurring across the institution and in the broader
government (Eaklor 2008; Belonsky 2013). Later in December gay people came together
again when Cooper Union was set to host a talk called “Homosexuality A Disease” from
Dr. Paul Dince, a psychiatric professional from City College of New York (Faderman
2015: 283). Gay activist Randy Wicker crashed the talk with two other gay men and a
lesbian holding a sign demanding “10 Minutes” of rebuttal time that he then used to
angrily contest the science that deemed homosexuality a disease. Picketing also occurred
at the White House, United Nations, the Civil Service Commission, the Pentagon, and the
State Department in 1965 contesting the army’s and the broader government’s dismissal
of gay civil servants simply because of their homosexuality (Eaklor 2008; Appleton
2015). Many of these protests were inspired in part by the civil rights movement.
The politics of visibility start to shift in the media in 1964 as well: Life Magazine
publishes a sympathetic yet stereotyping article “Homosexuality In America” and Randy
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Wicker becomes the first openly gay guest star on a TV Talk Show, The Les Crane Show
(Berman 2015; Eaklor 2008). Compton Cafeteria (San Francisco) in 1966 marks the first
recorded riot of queer individuals when gender-variant persons became raucous and
threw dishes and furniture after the police were called to evacuate them from the
restaurant (Eaklor 2008). One can see both a mounting desire to protest as well as to be
more publicly visible among queer persons.
All of this these activist activities came to a crescendo on the night of June 28 th,
1969 at the now historically pivotal Stonewall Riots. During what had come to be known
as another routine police raid of the Stonewall Inn in Greenwich Village, gay persons
took a strong stance against the scrutiny and brutality of the criminal justice system
against the gay population of New York City. As several violators of the masquerading
law (a law which essentially criminalized cross-gender presentations) were being taken to
the paddy wagon, patrons of the Stonewall became frantic, throwing pennies then a
loosened cobblestone, then beer cans and glass bottles, and finally bricks from a nearby
construction site at police and at their squad cars. The police had to call in the Tactical
Police Force to quell the riot, previously employed to control NYC’s previous race riots
and anti-war protests (Faderman 2015). Staying true to its more conformist mission, the
Mattachine Society asked for “peaceful and quiet conduct” following the first day of the
riots (Faderman 2015).
On June 29th, Craig Rodwell chanted “Gay power, gay power” through the streets
(a chant borrowed from the Black Panthers), which was then taken up by other rioters as
they ran around Greenwich Village urging people to gather at the Stonewall Inn once
more. Eventually a group of gays and queers spanning a five-block area congregated at
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Stonewall and the Tactical Police Force broke the riot up once again. By the third night,
according to Dick Leitsch, the then director of the Mattachine Society, the police “were
begging homosexuals to go inside the bar they had chased everyone out of a few nights
before” (qtd in Faderman 2015). Soon after the riots, the Gay Liberation Front (GLF)
was founded and organized the first “Gay Power” rally in July commemorating the onemonth anniversary of the Stonewall raid. The GLF proclaimed itself a “revolutionary
group of men and woman” asserting that “sexual liberation for all people cannot come
unless existing social institutions are abolished” (qtd in Faderman 2015:199). The GLF
wanted change: the repeal of sodomy laws across the nation, employment
nondiscrimination on the local, state, and federal levels, and the prohibition of
harassment by police and government officials. Gone were the days of closeted and
traditional advocacy, gay liberation was the now the name of the game.
After the Stonewall Riots the gay rights movement makes significant gains in
visibility, de-pathologization, and legal inclusion during the early and mid 70’s. In terms
of visibility: the Democratic National Convention includes two openly gay/lesbian
speakers (1972) and the first openly gay American, Kathy Kozachencko, is elected to
public office to the Ann Arbor Michigan city council (1974) followed by Harvey Milk as
first openly gay member elected to the San Francisco Board of Supervisors (1977). In
terms of de-pathologization, gay identity starts to become the topic of academic inquiry
with the first Gay Studies class being taught at University of Nebraska (1970) followed
by the establishment of first Gay Studies program (1972) and then the publication of the
first Journal of Homosexuality (1974). Moreover, homosexuality is removed as a mental
illness form the DSM in 1973, undermining a formerly significant form of scientific
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legitimacy used to render homosexuality as a deficiency or delinquency. Finally, in
regard to legal inclusion, the now oldest civil rights group for lesbians and gays, Lamda
Legal Defense and Education Fund was founded (1973) and various gay rights
ordinances were passed in this period extending new entitlements such as employment
nondiscrimination (Eaklor 2008). However, these expanded privileges were followed by
a trans-national Christian backlash that resulted in a number of repeals in the protections
of “sexual and affectional preference”, largely attributed to Anita Bryant whose rhetoric
centered around protecting children (Faderman 2015).
It is also important to note that during the 60’s, gay was still used in a more
expansive sense that included transsexuals and drag queens, in addition to gender
normative gay men and women:
…a self-identified transsexual woman and musician, writing in the 1960’s: There
were certain divisions in the gay world even then, but we didn’t have words for
them. Everyone was just gay as far as we were concerned…it didn’t matter if you
were a very straight gay man, or a screaming Street queen, or a full-time drag
queen, or a transsexual…you were gay (Valentine 2007:43)
Furthermore, in 1972 a manifesto published by the Gay Liberator, a publication of the
GLF, calling for “Full Civil Rights for Gays”, the author includes transsexuality and
travestism (Valentine 2007). So even as the intra-community politics of the gay
community hierarchized the gender normative above the gender non-conforming, the line
delineating the separation of gender and sexuality was not firmly in effect in 60’s and
70’s activism or in the public imagination.
One radical shift in the rhetoric surrounding sexuality post-Stonewall, was the rise
of the lesbian-feminist (Faderman 2012). The lesbian-feminist departed from previous
frameworks of understanding sexual diversity as congenital and innate by asserting that
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any woman could politically opt for the lesbian lifestyle in defiance of the patriarchy
(Faderman 2012). There is a historic tension between this brand of radical feminism and
the movement for transgender rights in the United States. Many lesbian-feminists saw
transsexual women as men appropriating women’s bodies through medicine to then
infiltrate women-only spaces and reproduce stereotypical conceptions of femininity,
therefore reifying the very ideas and inequalities that feminists want to abolish (Raymond
1979). Valentine summarizes this brand of feminism nicely: “Lesbian-feminism both
embraced an essentialist claim for the category of ‘woman’ and simultaneously asserted
lesbianism as ‘elective’ a ‘conscious political choice to leave heterosexuality and
embrace lesbianism’ “ (Valentine 2007: 47). Thus, lesbian-feminism both disrupted many
influential notions as to the meaning of sexuality rejecting the idea that homosexual
inclinations were inborn and took a hard deterministic stance on a womanhood defined
through biology.
Ultimately the 60’s and 70’s represent a movement from the conformist political
strategies of the past to more radical and visible queer protest that in some ways mirrored
the turn to more militancy by suffragists and the Black Panthers.

However, with

inclusion came backlash testifying to the nonlinear pathway to inclusion of queer persons
in U.S. society. On the 10th anniversary of the Stonewall Riots, the first March on
Washington for Gay and Lesbian Rights would be held drawing more than a hundred
thousand people (Faderman 2015). The gay liberation movement would then be rocked to
its core as the AIDS epidemic set in.

1980’s and 1990’s: AIDS Crisis, New Queer Visibility, and Backlash
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In 1981, an illness resulting in multiple deaths from pneumonia was identified as
GRID (Gay Related Immune Deficiency Disorder) because the gay community,
particularly males, composed the initial bout of diagnoses and, later, a disproportionate
amount of sufferers compared to their heterosexual counterparts (Eaklor 2008). The HIV
virus causing AIDS would not be discovered until 1984. The myth of AIDS as a gay
disease was propagated by many different media outlets, with even more well-regarded
newspapers reporting the crisis in a damaging light, as if gay people had something to
apologize for: “ ‘As they waste away, many AIDS patients begin to reflect on their lives,
sometimes feeling they are being punished for their reckless, hedonistic ways,’ a
journalist for the New York Times Magazine announced” (Faderman 2015:428).
The Reagan Administration did little in the wake of the AIDS Crisis and ACT
UP, an AIDS advocacy group demanding the crisis be addressed, was founded in 1987 in
response. The predecessor to ACT UP was the Silence = Death Project (a lasting saying
of the crisis) which asserted that Reagan’s silence meant the death of countless gay
persons (Eaklor 2008). Later in 1987, at the second March on Washington For Gay and
Lesbian rights drawing over six hundred thousand people, ACT UP would take a public
stance demanding the HIV/AIDS epidemic be addressed on the national stage. In 1988,
ACT UP declared that October 11 was National Coming Out Day and the organization
organized to spread visibility through demonstrations invading churches, ambushing TV
stations, and stopping traffic (Faderman 2015). Bush then signed the Ryan White Care
Act into law in 1990 which created a federally funded program for those living with
HIV/AIDS.
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Aside from the AIDS epidemic, numerous other developments were rife in the
queer community. By the late 1980’s, more and more children were being born into twoparent same-sex households, what some scholars have termed the “Gaybe Boom”
(Bronski 2011: 302). This “Gaybe Boom” resulted in a new emergent community of
children being raised by same-sex parents altogether different from other queer family
units where the children that were raised in such environments were born from previous
heterosexual relationships (Bronski 2011).

These new non-heteronormative families

would lead to a number of battles over queer rights concerning “second-parent adoptions,
raising foster children, and accessing sperm banks” (Bronski 2011: 302). The children’s
book Heather Has Two Mommies would become the site of a culture war in the 1990’s
over what family units were ultimately legitimate where anxieties over this growing
change would be projected (Bronski 2011).
The 1990’s also saw the development of a more robust queer web network of
social, organizational, and informational sites (Eaklor 2008). Sites like “Gay.com” and
“PlanetOut.com” provided new spaces of digital sociality for queer people by the middle
of the 1990’s followed by more informational sites like “lgbtq.com” and “365gay.com”
which provided new accessibility to queer knowledge (Eaklor 2008: 226-227). In 1996,
Walter L. Williams, a professor of anthropology and gender studies, founded the first
queer journal published exclusively online, The International Lesbian & Gay Review.
Queer people certainly capitalized and found new forms of thriving in the digital age.
LGBTQ people disproportionately composed computer companies (10 times as many
queer people in this industry than the fashion industry) and computer companies started
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to pioneer some of the first inclusive employment policies for queer people (Eaklor
2008).
However, the 90’s did not necessarily lend to especially gay-friendly reforms and
in 1993, the Department of Defense initiated its Don’t Ask, Don’t Tell (DADT) policy
for military service under the Clinton Administration. This law was meant to do away
with the ban on gays and lesbians serving in the military, however it effectively forced
them into the closet and still led to gays and lesbians being discharged from the military
upon discovery of their sexual orientation. In 1994, the Employment Non-Discrimination
Act (ENDA) was introduced to Congress that would add sexual orientation to the list of
job discrimination protections but it did not pass. It has been introduced in nearly every
Congress since. In 1996, the Defense of Marriage Act (DOMA) was passed also under
the Clinton Administration which defined marriage on the federal level as the union
between one man and one woman. The Senate defeated one ENDA bill by a 50-49 vote
the same day that it passed the Defense of Marriage Act (DOMA) (Eaklor 2008).
There were bright spots especially in media representation. Ellen DeGeneres
became one of the first household lesbian names in America when she came out
nationally in 1997 in the now notorious “Puppy Episode” of her show Ellen. Ellen then
appeared on the cover of Time in addition to being featured on 20/20 with her then
girlfriend, Anne Heche creating even more visibility. However, public reception was
tenuous and a parental advisory was tagged on before every airing of her show due to the
new explicitly queer content. Additionally, Will and Grace, a sitcom with a gay lead
character, premiered on NBC in 1998.
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The 2000’s: Queer Integration
In the first year of the 2000’s, the first civil unions took place in Vermont and the
Supreme Court ruled in favor of the right of the Boy Scouts to exclude gay people.
Increasingly the argument for or against LGBTQ rights was framed in regard to human
rights versus individual (particularly religious) freedoms. In 2003, the Supreme Court
ruled in Lawrence v. Texas that all anti-sodomy laws were unconstitutional protecting
consensual same-sex activities under the right to privacy. A number of other advances
were made including a federal Hate Crime Prevention law in honor of Matthew Shepherd
(2009), the repeal of Don’t Ask, Don’t Tell (DADT) (2010), and nationwide marriage
equality with the Supreme Court victory of Obergefell v. Hodge (2015).
D’Emilio (2014:34) characterizes the twenty-first century United States as a
“post-Ellen world of queer visibility and…a post-9/11 world of heightened
conservatism.” While queerness was more foregrounded than ever in popular culture
and, in turn, the minds of American citizens, conservatives still make use of queer
minorities as scapegoats. During a segment of the The 700 Club, a Christian television
program, evangelist Jerry Falwell stated: “I really believe that the pagans, and the
abortionists, and the feminists, and the gays and the lesbians who are actively trying to
make that an alternative lifestyle,...I point the finger in their face and say ‘you helped this
happen,’” blaming the queer community for the terrorist attacks (Eaklor 2008:234). In
2008, the ballot initiative Proposition 8 was passed which revoked same-sex couples’
right to marry, confirming that amid gains, conservative anxieties could still be
capitalized on to deter the movement. Though, between 2008 and 2011 the percentage of
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Americans in favor of same-sex marriage would increase from 40% to 53% (Faderman
2015:613).
D’Emilio (2014) is also critical of the centrality of marriage equality as the
overriding objective of twenty-first century LGBTQ activism as he believes that it
represents the movement’s dying radical investment in challenging the institutions of
sexuality and the family. Moreover, the LGBTQ rights movement is increasingly carried
out through national organizations dominated by wealthy donors who set the objective of
marriage equality, a rather bourgeois concern compared to others facing the community
such as rising poverty, youth suicide, HIV, homelessness, and incarceration (D’Emilio
2014; Eakor 2008). D’Emilio (2014:255) asserts: “in making marriage equality a central
and overriding goal, the mainstream gay and lesbian movement has aligned itself with
privilege and inequality on so many levels and in so many ways that it is staggering.”
The Millennium March on Washington for Equality taking place in 2000 involved
more than two hundred thousand people. However, some view this event as epitomizing
the shift of LGBTQ movement back to more assimilationist strategies and aligning itself
with the elite. The Millennium March was said to be one of the first marches competing
with grassroots activism instead of coming about through it ushering in a more “topdown” approach in addition to the fact that “those announcing the event represented the
wealthiest (and most assimilationist) among GLBT organizers: Elizabeth Birch of the
Human Rights Campaign, Rev. Troy Perry of the Universal Fellowship of Metropolitan
Community Churches, and promoter Robin Tyler” (Eaklor 2008:235). The March also
testified to increasing visibility as it was broadcasted on C-SPAN and reported in
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multiple news outlets such as the Washington Post and Los Angeles Times as front-page
news.
It would appear that the twenty-first century represents a new era of LGBT rights
that has witnessed a number of victories, but has an agenda increasingly set by national
organizations and wealthy donors, representing less radical and more assimilationist
concerns. For example, in 2007, gender identity was dropped from an Employment NonDiscrimination Act (ENDA) bill thinking that it would be more likely to pass. This move
was endorsed by the Human Rights Campaign, the largest LGBTQ organization in the
United States established in 1980. This was essentially an explicit compromise
prioritizing sexual minorities over the more controversial transgender populace.
Furthermore, religion and queer politics still often clash; various LGBT rights
organizations withdrew their support of the 2014 version of ENDA passed in the senate
because it included religious exemptions which they felt would be detrimental to its
effectiveness in light of the Hobby Lobby decision earlier that year (Faderman 2015).
One important shift is in the discursive framing of the movement away from
simply gay and lesbian: “With the growing visibility of transgender people and increasing
willingness of bisexual to identify themselves LGBT became a popular term of the queer
community by the second decade of the 21st century” (Faderman 2015:3). This acronym
has since been stretched by various organizations to be even longer including other queer
identities such as asexual, pansexual, intersex, and simply questioning among countless
others. 2016 also saw the proliferation of the first transgender household name, Caitlyn
Jenner, after her coming out in a Vanity Fair cover story and subsequent E! reality series.
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LGBTQ has slowly morphed into a positive and public social identity accommodating
more and more diverse iterations of sexual and gender variance; a social identity that
demands equality and inclusion in law and in general life. Although characterized by
some scholars as a growingly assimilationist movement, queer advocacy in the 2000’s
has seen some of its most significant gains in integration and equal rights.

Conclusion
Queer history remains a multivalent enterprise as the subjects under inquiry are in
constant flux, situated within manifold discursive transformations that manifest in various
material fashions through the institutions of law, medicine, religion, and broader culture
and society. The “homosexual” came into being and crystalized between the late 19th and
early 20th century through a particular conceptual process and in the presence of specific
ideas asserted by sexologists and other medical “professionals.”

This labeling of

homosexuals as a new personage complete with various accompanying characteristics
placed those with same-sex desires more squarely within the fields of power of the
medical, legal, and religious establishments. However, “homosexual” also came with the
possibility of a new collective identity (erasing other once prominent sexual taxonomies
in various sociohistorical locations) that flourished in the urban underground and became
increasingly the subject of public debates in the mid-twentieth century.
Entering into a new phase of queer visibility, The Mattachine Society and
Daughters of Bilitis, founded in the 50’s, both served as the first national homophile
organizations for gay men and lesbians respectively, but also maintained a depoliticized
and otherwise conformist position especially in regard to gender normativity. The late
60’s and 70’s, especially post-Stonewall, ushered in new era of radical queer politics bent
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on gay liberation and emancipating the queer person from harmful and discriminatory
social institutions through public protests. The AIDS crisis, Christian backlash, and
Republicans finding their wedge issue of choice would lead to a number of anti-gay
legislative activities during the 80’s and 90’s such as Don’t Ask, Don’t Tell (DADT) and
the Defense of Marriage Act (DOMA) and setting the stage for a decades-long marriage
equality battle across the United States. However, in the 2000’s the queer movement
would experience a number of victories including anti-sodomy laws being deemed
unconstitutional, hate crime protections codified at the federal level, the repeal of DADT,
and Marriage Equality becoming the law of the land. In these debates over queer
inclusion over the centuries we see various recurring tensions over what is deviant and
what is natural, what should be public and what should be private, and what constitutes a
right with the conceptualization of the queer actor a central part of this process. In queer
paths to inclusion we see a complex interplay between visibility and political
mobilization namely in how one makes oneself visible and the repercussions of such
visibility. Certainly, queer inclusion necessitates further attention as employment and
public accommodation protections are still not fully-codified into federal law,
transgender bathroom controversies and hate-based violence abound across the United
States and Canada violence, and healthcare needs remain abundant. Most recently, the
Pulse Nightclub shooting in 2016 resulting in the deaths of 49 and injuries of 53 LGBTQ
persons primarily of the Latinx community made it the most deadly shooting by a singlegunman in U.S. history (Shapiro and Frizell 2016). Viewing these various mobilizations
through the lens of the interconnections and causal relationships between identity,
institutionalization, and resistance will help us understand how queer persons can address
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these pressing concerns through political process.
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Literature Review
The study of social movements elucidates how shifts in political, cultural and
economic contexts lead to new opportunities for mobilization and social change. In this
field, the development of collective identity is considered a vital component of the
process of mobilization. Collective identity is a concept that emerged in social movement
studies in response to other frameworks such as rational-choice theory, resource
mobilization theory (Gamson 1975; McCarthy and Zald 1973), and political process
theory (McAdam 1982; Tarrow 1989) that embraced a more structuralist approach at the
expense of sometimes overlooking the “social-psychological, emotional, and cultural”
factors that went into the maintenance and cohesion of a social movement (Fominaya
2010: 393). Snow (2001: 2) defines collective identity as a “shared sense of ‘one-ness ‘or
‘we-ness’ anchored in real or imagined shared attributes and experiences among those
who comprise a collectivity “ in addition to a “corresponding sense of ‘collective
agency.’” But how do identities emerge from within and outside of an institutional
context and lead to the formation of a movement? What sorts of limitations and power do
specific conceptions of queer actorhood afford? This study will investigate identity as the
result of social forces but also the vehicle from which social change can happen. It will
also trace identity as more than simply a catalyst to unity and insurgency, but as a factor
that constructs social actors affecting the sense of their capabilities, and also as something
that actors seek to reconstruct. Discourses of identity, that is, identity understood as a
public project of social coherence, are thus sometimes all the more vital in understanding
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the possibilities of mobilization for various oppressed communities. The redefinition and
reconfiguration of identity and its meaning can be the objective of a social movement.
Here I will first explore the conceptual value of phenomenological approaches to
our understandings of how identity is constructed as a collective category for social
actorhood, and how those collective identities in turn influence social movements and
factors into the development of social change.

My study examines how identity

constitutes the opportunity structure for social mobilization yet also how the
transformation of identity is almost necessarily the goal of such contentious politics.
These transformations in discourses of actorhood for queer individuals are especially
important as new conceptions of queer actors can both marginalize and exclude
individuals from certain public spaces as they can also create new spaces for inclusion
and entitlements within the polity and U.S. cultural imagination. This meaning, that as
social categories are ascribed to persons, with them comes a “rubric of identity” that
characterizes this particular type of human and in turn, this individual’s respective
capabilities and expectations for behavior (Dutta and Roy 2014; Jenkins 2000). Meyer
and Jepperson (2000) assert that the agency of such actorhood is necessarily embedded in
social structures such that individual actors are given rights and responsibilities through
various institutions. How institutions understand and incorporate salient discourses of
actorhood dramatically affects the freedom and agency of each actor. Social actors must
work with externally-devised “social scripts,” and strategically manipulate and/or subvert
them in order to revise these rubrics and create new rules for right action (Goffman 1956;
Butler 2014).
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In fact, both the stickiness and the malleability of identity is exemplified
throughout history and it can be traced in the history of queer persons in the United States
whose identities have ranged from the pathological and perverse to the positive and
diverse in the public imagination. What is to be said for the queer person that once felt
pressured to consider or hide their inclinations as a “disease” and the contemporary queer
person that might think of their desires and expressions as a natural variation from the
norm and even enriching to society at large? Certainly both ideations are bound to affect
these person’s behaviors and how they are treated, attesting to their realness, but they also
both come about through culturally-pervasive ideas and institutions that surround the
person in historically-specific contexts. This is to argue that identity is neither fixed nor
intrinsic, but culturally produced and subsequently internalized.
A more phenomenological approach to identity rooted in the traditions of
Foucault and Butler first examines the construction of social actors through cultural
discourses (prevailing ways of thinking) followed by attention to how an actor negotiates
such actorhood as a ‘performance’ or ‘enactment’ of such socially prescribed behaviors.
This approach to identity demonstrates a complex dialectic between institutional
structures and individual conceptions of identity or lived experiences of the social world.
In this way, the ability to create spaces of inclusion and legitimacy for particular social
identities and subjectivities, the crux of a number of modern-day social movements,
necessitates shifts in discourse so the realm of the deviant or unintelligible transforms
into a realm of the “normal” or known.
This process of discursive transformation of the deviant is epitomized in the
struggles for queer liberation beginning with the conceptual “creation” of the homosexual
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in the late 19th century and moving onward into our present-day alphabet-soup of sexual
and gender diversity referred to as the LGBTQIAP+ community.

These various

metamorphoses in queer identity in a little over a century attest to the power of discourse
to shape an identity once considered morally and medically unacceptable into one that
can be positively proclaimed and
accommodations.

conferred specific

legal

protections

and

In order to understand the analytical currency of an approach that

synthesizes phenomenological insights with studies of social movements, I will explain
what phenomenology is and how it pertains to the social construction of reality.

Social Construction of Actors and Life Worlds
Phenomenology is best described as looking at society as a human construction,
that our world is actively constructed and given meaning among humans through social
discourse, events, and institutions and, at the individual level, through everyday social
interactions. All events and objects are experienced through human consciousness so
what is eventually taken as an “objective” and taken-for-granted reality is actually a
result of numerous micro-level social interactions affirming it as such, ever informed by
macro level discourses and institutions.

In their seminal piece defining the

phenomenological tradition in sociology, The Social Construction of Reality, Berger and
Luckmann (1967) theorize a three-part dialectic process by which this reality takes shape:
externalization, objectivation, and internalization. For Berger and Luckmann (1967)
these three elements of the social construction of reality are non-sequential and can occur
concurrently. At the core of their theory is the assertion that the social world only has an
objective reality in so far as humans take part in this process. The irony of it all is humans
eventually believe that what they have socially produced (and are consistently producing)
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is a reality that exists prior to them and innately: “In other words, despite the objectivity
that marks the social world in human experience, it does not thereby acquire an
ontological status apart from the human activity that produced it” (Berger and Luckmann
1967: 78).
Externalization involves the ways that humans create a social order or normalize
specific patterns behavior and organization among other humans. Essentially,
externalization is how humans project meaning onto the environment around them and
create unique and elaborate assemblages with their own functions and norms. This
largely takes the form of institutions, shared and “habitualized” actions or patterns of
behavior that become generally agreed upon in society. Habitualization “makes it
unnecessary for each situation to be defined anew, step by step” (Berger and Luckmann:
1967: 71). There is a pre-established manner of going about a certain task so we need not
negotiate it every time. Berger and Luckman (1967) emphasize that institutions have a
history and must control us to some extent; institutions do not suddenly come into being
and in practice, they direct people toward a certain type of behavior over numerous other
theoretical possibilities. For example, marriage as an institution is one way to organize
human sexual and relational needs, however, irrespective of social norms and mores,
there are many other potential ways to do so.
Objectivation is defined as “the process by which the externalized products of
human activity attain the character of objectivity” (Berger and Luckmann 1967: 78).
Objectivation ensures that institutions endure over time. Upon birth, humans inherit a
world that has already been defined and organized by humans before them so the way
society functions seems to be natural or indisputable:
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…language appears to the child as inherent in the nature of things, and he cannot

grasp the notion of its conventionality…All institutions appear in the same way,
as given, unalterable and self-evident. (Berger and Luckmann 1967:77).
The highest level of objectivation is “reification” in which these products of human
interaction are comprehended as “facts of nature, results of cosmic law, or manifestations
of divine will” (Berger and Luckmann 1966:106). Berger and Luckmann (1967: 111)
advance the idea of “legitimation,” as an important means of maintaining institutions.
Legitimation is how societies create knowledge telling people (1) who they are and, (2)
what they should do. For example, one must first know oneself as a homosexual to then
know whether same-sex romantic and sexual attachments are deviant or permissible
within certain contexts: “‘knowledge’ precedes ‘values’ in the legitimation of
institutions.” Those that deviate from the organizational regime of an institution are often
considered to act out of “moral depravity, mental disease, or just plain ignorance,”
(Berger and Luckmann 1967: 83), assaults leveled historically at the queer community
which in turn emphasize the ways queerness is both socially constructed and with truly
constraining (or liberating) effects.
Some second-wave feminists, specifically lesbian-feminists, in the 70’s and early
80’s theorized normative heterosexuality, ‘heteronormativity,’ as functioning to preserve
women’s subjugation by monopolizing their lives with the responsibilities of the care
economy, marking them as secondary workers attached to male breadwinners, and
inhibiting their access to education (Ingraham 2013). One often-cited texts would be
“Compulsory Heterosexuality and Lesbian Existence” composed by the public
intellectual and radical feminist, Adrienne Rich, in 1980 essay. Compulsory
heterosexuality can be understood as an institution that coerces people into different-sex
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pairings. Heterosexuality is legitimated through the prescribed human types of male and
female and the pre-set roles and rituals in courtship and family meant for the male and
female respectively who compose such pairings. Actors operate within a “sex/gender
system” of which tells them what is appropriate and good based on their biological sex
(Rubin 1975).
Even zooming out more generally to consider how societies understand and order
gendered and sexual actors, it becomes apparent that there exist historical and cultural
variance as to what behaviors and identities are normal and institutionalized such as third
gender and gender liminal roles; sexuality more so defined by active/passive logics (re:
the androcentric penetrator/penetrated) than heterosexual/homosexual ones,; and
ritualized cross-gender identifications and same-sex sexual practices (i.e initiation rites of
the Native American Two-Spirit and Sambian men) (Roen 2006; Herdt 1997; McIntosh
1996; Lancaster 1992; Chauncey 1995). This merely attests to Berger and Luckmann’s
(1967) notion that institutions are socio-historically produced and rely on pre-established
frameworks such as gender and sexuality to make sense to actors.
Internalization explains how these socially produced structures and institutions,
once in place, then begin to act back upon humans in such a way that humans feel
controlled and defined by them. Through our socialization we are indoctrinated into a
world of specific norms, attitudes, and roles that are taken as objective and then influence
how we conceive of ourselves in addition to what we believe to be essential truths versus
knowledge subject to rational-critical assessment (Berger and Luckmann 1967). People
are socialized to act in accordance with various institutions and norms and will
understand who they are and what they are capable of in relation to their positioning
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within these social constructions. Martin (2004: 1257) contends that institutions are
“internalized by group members as identities and selves and they are displayed as
personalities,” which has critical relevance when speaking of gender and sexuality and by
extension gender and sexual minorities. Institutions are legitimated through the
production of knowledge and remain vitally connected to the formulation of our
identities.

In this way, identities and consciousness are molded by institutions and

informed by the knowledge that people produce and disseminate who have stakes in the
maintenance of such systems of control.
Institutions come with prescribed roles that involve a number of directives for
comportment. These directives are internalized and begin to constitute who actors are and
how they believe they should behave in certain situations.
All institutionalized conduct involves roles… The realization of the drama
depends upon the reiterated performances of its prescribed roles by living actors.
The actors embody the roles and actualize the drama by representing it on the
given stage (Berger and Luckmann 1967: 92).
This conception of institutions is akin to Goffman’s (1956) dramaturgical theory of the
self. Utilizing similar imagery of actor and stage, Goffman (1956) details how each
situation a person is in comes with a culturally relevant “script.” The mandates of these
scripts are predicated upon the statuses of the persons in a social interaction. Through
pre-assigned

statuses—given

through

culture,

socialization,

and

institutional

incorporation—social actors attempt to “manage impressions” through “performances.” It
is important to note that on a social stage, where actors less easily change roles, the
concept of “enactment” indicates the internalization process Berger and Luckman
alliterate. These performances or enactments both adhere to and serve to further
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institutionalize various scripted norms (the deference of a gay soldier to the rules of the
military) while seeking to bring about the best outcome for the actor (how to negotiate
these two roles when their interaction is not explicitly scripted as permissible) (Goffman
1956). Whereas, the script for a “homosexual” in the early 20th century might have
dictated that they see a medical professional to “cure” their “disease,” the script for a
millennial “queer person” is one that more so demands “self-acceptance” and “coming
out.”
Although these roles are known and accessible to actors through mainstream
culture and likely their own family or community socialization, social actors may
perform these expectations without sincerely internalizing them or they may enact them
more deeply (Goffman 1956). The same queer solider or professional that conceals their
sexual orientation or gender identity when in their employment setting, might foreground
and celebrate it in an underground free space like a bar or queer organization. A
contemporary queer person might foreground their queerness in a college application as
this sort of diversity might be cherished in that context whereas a queer person in the 50’s
would likely keep this aspect of themselves secret during the process. Both actors are
navigating social scripts in order to achieve a desired result. Thus, while actors are
constructed and understand themselves through institutions, they also have an idea of
scripts that can be mobilized in opportunistic fashions. Though, the pressure to conform
to the script can be great as some people believe that there is a “moral imperative” that
they be treated in a certain way detailed in this cultural script and will react negatively to
any other course of conduct.
Hence, reality is produced and reified by humans in their social interactions yet,
44

Becoming Queer in the Twentieth Century: Literature Review

paradoxically, shapes what humans do, how they organize themselves, and who they
believe they are. Humans internalize norms to varying degrees, however deviation from
the norm will likely result in social sanctions and disapproval from the collective so
people can resist such rules at their own peril. Institutions and norms are maintained and
given clout through knowledge that is produced to legitimate them in specific historical
and cultural contexts. But they are also malleable, under the right shift of discourse and
structures. Institutions and norms help produce social scripts that people then utilize to
guide their social interactions and hopefully produce favorable outcomes for themselves.

Discourse, Avowal, and Identity
Foucault’s musings (1980) on discursive power, subjectivity, and governmentality
has much complementarity with Berger and Luckman’s thesis on social construction and
institutionalization.

And

where

Foucault

elaborated

a

sort

of

process

of

institutionalization in his earlier works, in a last set of essays, he also explores how
institutionalization can be challenged and transformed. Throughout Foucault’s scholarly
career as a historian and social theorist, he investigates operations of power and control.
Foucault studies both how we are governed both by society, and how we are governed
by ourselves.
One of Foucault’s early writings, A History of Madness (1974) illustrates
Foucault’s analysis of how institutions seek to regulate individuals. In this work, he
traces the social treatment of “the mad” from the classical era to the modern-day.
Foucault (1974) argues that in the past the mad were revered for their wisdom. This era
was followed by a time when the mad were confined to various realms alongside other
undesirable communities such as vagrants and prostitutes. What he determines is
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characteristic of modern-day treatment of the mad is that we have specific institutions
created solely for their confinement and treatment by medical professionals. This process
of medicalization and institutionalization of “madness” is especially important as it is
inextricably linked to the management of homosexuality in the early and mid-20th century
while homosexuality was classified as a disorder in the Diagnostic and Statistics Manual
(DSM) of the American Psychological Association (APA)
Later, Foucault published another key piece, Discipline and Punish (1977), which
helps to not only show how institutions regulate the individual, but how individuals
regulate themselves. Foucault shows how historically we have moved away from public
spectacle and execution as our primary mode of punishment for crimes and toward an
intensely disciplined society ruled through surveillance epitomized in the prison system.
However, just as society surveils us, we internalize this sense of surveillance and mimic
social mores in how we exercise our own power over ourselves. This dynamic of power
and control is well-illustrated in Foucault’s example of the panopticon prison in which a
open-circular prison surrounds a watch-tower that may or may not have a watch-person
present. However, the power lies in the idea that one is being constantly observed; the
prisoners remain obedient to the surveillance they believe is always present in their inner
psyche and subsequently impose the same regime on themselves as if the prison
watchperson was there with them. This process is very similar to Berger and Luckmann’s
(1967) theoretical concept of internalization. And, in the movement for queer liberation,
the spaces that queer people could forge in urban spaces outside of clinical
heteronormative surveillance that regulates and controls in such multifarious fashions
was essential to reconstructing queer identity in more positive ways.
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Of much importance in these analyses is one of Foucault’s main concepts in his
History of Sexuality (1980). Focault (1980) explains that discourse is essentially the way
in which language constructs reality and is used to represent various objects of
knowledge. Discourses represent specific ways of thinking that make different material
realities and social practices intelligible within particular paradigms of truth. Queerness
has undergone a number of discursive transformations over the course of history.
Homosexuality was once represented through medical discourse as a mental disorder and
now may be considered a “quasi-ethnic” status with its own culture, festivals,
neighborhoods, and flag (Gamson 1996).

Moreover, the boundary between sexual

orientation and gender identity was not always so clearly articulated such that gender
deviance once composed official definitions of homosexuality and the term “gay” could
still encompass those whose biological sex did not conform to their gender identity,
transgender people (Valentine 2007; Meem et al. 2010).
Foucault (1980) contends that the production of knowledge is intimately linked to
the operations of power. In his historical rendering of sexuality, Foucault (1980) outlines
how various institutions have produced specific forms of knowledge pertaining to
homosexuality including the juridical, medical, and religious establishments. These
discourses in turn generated specific ways of framing, speaking about, and regulating
same-sex romantic and sexual practices; to represent homosexuality from the critical
standpoint of a particular institution is to place it within its field of power. Sexuality
itself, as an object of knowledge, might be considered a specific discourse that links
together our bodily pleasures, desires, and morphologies (Foucault 1980). Knowledge is
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about power; there is a political context through which sexuality is given importance and
judged as a worthwhile site of academic and/or scientific inquiry.
In this way, discourse fits into phenomenological theory as a means of making
sense of world through written or spoken remnants of frameworks and assignations of
meaning. Discourses can be disseminated by institutions in order to legitimate certain
patterns of behavior. The Catholic Church might discuss homosexuality in terms of a
discourse of immorality in order to constrain people into a dichotomous choice between
heterosexual coupling aimed at the possibility of procreation or a life of vocational
asexuality. Furthermore, when people are born into the world they are socialized into
specific ways of constructing and interpreting reality that directly affect how they
understand themselves. In the past a transgender person might understand themselves as
“homosexual” or “gay,” because that was the language available to them, but with the
popularization of transgender as a social category in the 1990’s most transgender persons
would understand themselves as something altogether different from the gay community
(Valentine 2007). Thus, mainstream discourse and individual subjectivities are connected
such that persons must articulate and construct themselves through available language,
ideas, and representations in culture.

Frank and McEneaney (1999) argue that the

individualization of society and the erosion of the firm boundaries of gender provided an
opportunity structure for gay and lesbian rights in the 80’s and 90’s to be realized in more
formal ways in the structure of the polity.
Discourse can also be institutionalized in a multiplicity of forms. The binary
discourse of gender takes on a material reality when most bathrooms in the U.S. are
designated male or female. Foucault (1980) also acknowledges that discourses are neither
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uniform nor coherent when taken in totality. Every society can have multiple discourses
and counter-discourses occurring at the same time, and these ways of thinking and
representing the world are native to specific historical and cultural locations. Therefore,
discursive power shapes individuals and their actions as well as influences institutional
practices and valuations. Foucault (1976) coins the term “episteme” to refer to the
unconscious and unquestioned assumptions guiding human behavior and scientific
inquiry in a given historical context. In the bathroom example we see that one relatively
unacknowledged assumption that institutions operate under is that gender is binary and
that genders wish to be segregated when performing bodily functions. Lorber (1994)
uses an apt analogy to describe these epistemic dimensions of gender detailing with how
talking about gender to people is like “talking to a fish about water.” The episteme is this
water that is so natural and taken-for-granted yet surrounds and informs us.
Butler (1990) also echoes a merging of Berger and Luckmann’s (1966) and
Goffman’s (1956) theories of reality in her theory of performativity: “There is no gender
identity behind the expressions of gender; that identity is performatively constituted by
the very ‘expressions’ that are said to be its results” (1990: 33). In this way, one cannot
“be” a gender, but rather must “do” or perform a gender. The illusion that the gender one
dons is somehow innate or has a reality beyond cultural reification is achieved through
repetition. By doing gender we are able to make it appear real, but it does not have any
substance beyond what we endow it with. Gender shifts from a fixed identity that is
derived from the physical body to a matter of discursive power and performance. In this
line of thought, Butler (1990) echoes the idea that social realities and institutionalized
roles are produced through human actions, not rooted in innate truths (Berger and
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Luckmann 1967) and that individual actions are underpinned and directed by normative
cultural scripts (Goffman 1956). In this way, Butler would consider gender itself a
discourse, a discourse on how social identity is linked to various displays including but
not limited to sexuality. Butler (1990) also conjures a sense of fluidity in describing
gender thusly, she leaves room for the subversion and destabilization of discourses like
gender through cross-dressing and drag that reveal the lack of biological basis for gender
as a social construct.
Moving forward, the possibilities for resistance against dominant modes of
behavior and identity will be explored. In a series of final essays, Foucualt (2014)
explores how the practice of “avowal” or truth-telling can act as a form of resistance
against institutional pressures to conform to specific regimes of truth. A psychiatric
patient diagnosed with madness can still disavow this reality even upon threat of being
dowsed in a freezing shower as a coercive device of torture. A criminal might proclaim
their innocence despite pressure from the legal system to admit their wrong-doing and
criminality (Foucault 2014: 12). Avowal is at once both a cognitive process as it is also
performative through which the subject affirms a particular identity and life narrative that
may contradict those identities and narratives of the institutions of power. Even though
discursive formulations abound whose purpose is to categorize and define humans,
individuals still have the power to refuse to avow these oppressive constructs and instead,
assert an alternative reality that is not readily available or being imposed onto to them.
Butler (2014) has elaborated on Foucault’s last collection of essays about
resistance against institutionalization and governmentality to question how even avowal
against institutional pressures also may inherently bind us to new, alternative structures
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of institutional authority. She extends Foucault’s exploration of avowal as resistance,
questioning if reflexivity may be followed by the formation of new rules for right action
that are also socially constructed and consequently constraining. In this way, Butler’s
contributions are incredibly valuable in demonstrating that the public and consistent
subversion of social norms through socio-historically specific acts of deviance, such as
the avowal of aberrant sexual and gender identities, might work to create an alternative
normal. This process revises and reforms the models that once held cultural currency but
entails new limitations and contradictions, in effect a new form of governing
institutionalization. What is subversive one day can very well be what is normative the
next. These new normativities can provide new opportunity structures and legitimate
modes of social interaction and incorporation for actors. For the queer community, all the
different knowledges used to publicly perceive them over history as diseased
(homosexual), as radical (gay), or as a quasi-ethnic minority group (LGBTQ) created
unique discursive fields for queer social actors to navigate, challenge, and restructure.
Field theory, pioneered by renowned social theorist Bourdieu, elaborates how
within the social world there exist multiple relatively autonomous domains or “fields”
having their own institutions and rules that define relations between agents within the
field (Hilgers and Mangez 2015; Gallo-Cruz 2016). For example, the political field tends
to involve multiple external relationships because actors within this field typically derive
their legitimacy from representing citizenry whereas the scientific field is more so
defined by agents that compete and collaborate with one another to create increasingly
specialized knowledge (Hilgers and Mangez 2015). The models that Butler (2014)
explicates and their accompanying constraints can vary across these domains. Thus,
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queer actors must reform multiple disparate yet interconnected domains in order to truly
incorporate and inclusively restructure society—science, politics, law, religion,
education, the economy, literature, among infinite others.
Hilgers and Mangez (2015:11) assert that “fields are marked by struggles that
constantly modify their internal power balances. The question of change within fields is
therefore crucial.” Paying attention to the reconstruction of the norms of a field is
important as these shifts result in changes in how actors within a field understand
themselves and the entitlements that these actors perceive as legitimate (Gallo-Cruz
2016). Shifts come about through “field-battles” in which agents within a field compete
over what scripts will govern this particular realm (Gallo-Cruz 2016). My analysis will
focus on the evolution of discourse on queer identity within the social field of print
literature as I theorize these transformations’ relationship to macro level historical
changes for queer people.
In summary, discourse is an important means by which we give meaning to and
make sense of the world. Discourse involves the production of knowledge that renders
certain peoples and practices intelligible within specific socio-historical constructions of
reality. Various institutions produce and disseminate knowledge. These manners of
thinking and knowing then influence how actors understand themselves and how society
at-large orients itself toward particular types of people. If homosexuality is considered a
mental disorder than homosexual people might think of themselves as pathological and
society will search for ways to “treat” homosexuals through psychiatry. Consequently,
there are often material consequences and social sanctions associated with salient
discursive frameworks. Certain discursive frameworks and subsequent institutionalized
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rules of engagement are local to particular “fields” or domains of the social world that
operate within their own specific forms of right relations. Even if there exist normative
forms of living and identity, individuals still have the power to resist these and avow
alternative realities.

However, with these realities might come new organizational

regimes with their own categorical rubrics of identity and standardized regulations, yet
also space to create change in those institutions.

Coming Out and Social Change
The social construction of reality results in institutionalized forms of
categorization and control that are legitimated through the diffusion of discourse.
Discourse is also essential in how actors are able to conceptualize the possibilities of their
identity and what respect and resources they should be accorded in society. Foucault
(2014) and Butler (2014) both discuss how established systems of control can be
challenged by individuals through disavowal. However, what I intend to more concretely
theorize is how phenomenological insights come to bear on the study of resistance to
constraining institutions. As these systems of classification and control are upheaved and
reconstituted, they then offer new opportunities for action and organization.
Armstrong and Bernstein (2008: 83) define institutions as the point “where
distinctions made by individual social actors are translated into social boundaries, where
classification systems are anchored and infused with material consequences.” Thus,
essential to the creation of more just institutions are shifts in the classificatory systems in
society, that is, challenging and redefining problematic discursive frameworks. Although
many social movements are defined in the manner in which they are making certain
claims and petitions on the state, the goal of a social movement could simply be to enact
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a change in cultural meanings (Armstrong and Bernstein 2008). These shifts in cultural
meaning will almost necessarily culminate in some sort of material shift in the behaviors
of others and even governmental policy. The political is then any confrontation with and
criticism of a source of authority. Thus, social change in the cultural sense is only as
effective as it disrupts people’s socialization into objective realities where the other-ing,
persecution, and disenfranchisement of certain segments of the populous such as gender
and sexual minorities is understood as normal, natural, and good.
Berger and Luckmann (1967: 185) offer thoughts concerning how the sociohistorically specific construction of reality can be changed:
Incipient counter-definitions of reality and identity are present as soon as any such
individuals congregate in socially durable groups. This triggers a process of
change that will introduce a more complex distribution of knowledge. A counterreality may now begin to be objectivated in the marginal group of the
unsuccessfully socialized. At this point, of course, the group will initiate its own
socialization processes (Berger and Luckmann 1967: 185).
In this way, crucial to the generation of new paths of socialization is the congregation of
marginalized persons in sub-cultural communities capable of creating their own
knowledge and counter-discourse.

It is then when marginalized persons form

communities large enough and durable enough to offer alternative conceptions of reality
beyond normative scripts and paradigms of knowledge, that they create a ‘critical mass’
that is able to interrupt and challenge people’s socialization and the socialization of
subsequent generations: “Once there is a more complex distribution of knowledge in a
society, unsuccessful socialization may be the result of different significant others
mediating different objective realities to the individual” (Berger and Luckmann: 187).
This complex distribution of knowledge must be realized through the transformation of
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the many and diverse social fields that produce specific brands of knowledge and
normalization. Print literature represents one of these fields that has disseminated and
reproduced numerous conceptualizations of queerness embodied in its genre and contentrelated discourses. The evolution of the field of print literature then defines one of many
pivotal social fields with power to legitimate or other queerness. For queer liberation in
particular, this diffusion of disruptive knowledge can be traced back to the creation of
homosexuality as a pathological human type, followed by queer sub-cultural pockets
emerging in urban communities, and the eventual “coming out” of queer people to
general society with their own conceptions of what their inclinations and expressions
might signify (Weeks 2007; Seidman 1996; D’Emilio 1983; Faderman 2015). A queer
social movement that attempts to engage in activism for cultural change must then help to
create a stable body of queer knowledge for the expanded inclusion and entitlements of
queer people.
If coming out is crucial to emergence of community, counter-discourse, and social
change then Goffman (1956) has contributions to make as to what the most effective
ways of coming out are. In Goffman’s (1956) theorizing of “regions” Goffman contends
that each situation’s script of demands is bounded to the region in which they occur.
Goffman goes on to elaborate on “frontstage” behavior which is the stage where actors
perform the normalized scripted activity and “backstage” behavior where this front-stage
is contradicted. Gallo-Cruz and Tulinski (Forthcoming: 4) elucidate the concept of “restaging” or:
the strategic movement of the cultural institutional ‘scripts’ of the private,
backstage into a public frontstage where the rules for engagement and the
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hierarchical arrangement of relationships among actors in those regions can be
collectively challenged
In this way, how might the re-staging of “coming out” into different regions where this
practice was foreign subvert the dominant regime? Coming out in the underground bar
scene of New York was necessary for the formation of queer community in much the
same way that coming out in the public sphere was vital in challenging dominant
epistemologies of gender and sexuality; in both historically specific hurdles to queer
liberation, actors had to re-stage the proper forms of coming out (to a mental professional
or solely to oneself) in order to create social change.
Also critical to this idea of coming out is the mobilization of some sort of sociohistorically specific construction of identity. Buechler (2000) advances the idea that
collective identities are cultivated or generated, setting themselves apart from structurally
or historically assigned identities. Rupp and Taylor (1990) echo this idea contending that
a body of literature indicates that the identities that actors utilize to make claims on
society in a campaign are sometimes created by a movement rather than being
“readymade” (Fominaya 2010: 398). In this way, how might a queer community create a
counter-discourse that generates alternatives for identity while a pre-existing identity is
simultaneously the basis for which the very same queer community is together in the first
place?
Bernstein (1997: 537) outlines various ways identity shapes social movements:
“identity for empowerment” has to do with identity used to mobilize a constituency,
“identity as goal” is when activists seek to redefine an identity, get recognition for a new
identity, or deconstruct a restrictive identity, and “identity as strategy” is the strategic
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deployment of an identity for social change. The central paradox of identity in social
movements from the perspective of Butler (2014) would be that any construction of
identity whether ready-made or consciously created binds social actors to a form of social
control and an institutionalized arrangement. Gamson (1996: 393, 411) further explains
this contradiction: “fixed identity categories are both the basis for oppression and the
basis for political power…it is as liberating and sensible to demolish a collective identity
as it is to establish one.” Therefore, identity is a critical influence in the formation of a
social movement and the goals of a social movement yet identity might always be
limiting in some sense to social actors. But, where these studies consider identity
transformation and mobilization on the micro level, in the link between individuals and
their protest activity, I aim to trace these processes as macro-level social changes creating
or closing off opportunities for individuals to mobilize into collective changes.
My study will therefore contribute to the study of phenomenology and social
change through a cursory conceptual analysis of the construction of queer social actors
through discourse in historically specific eras in the United States.

By charting a

morphological timeline of queer identity as conceptualized in public discourse, I
endeavor to explore how specific iterations of queer identity—homosexual, homophile,
gay, LGBT, etc—affect what actors are coming out as, how and where they are coming
out, and why they are ultimately coming out. I will analyze how social historical forces
have shaped opportunities for 'coming out' and how different forms of coming out, for
which I will construct a conceptual typology, have shaped new opportunities for queer
people.

This

conceptual

typology

will

include

the

more

prominent

queer

nomenclatures—homosexual, homophile, gay, LGBT+, etc—and will then exclude less
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prevalent discursive formations of queerness. The social field of print literature as the
primary instrument of analysis employed in this study both provides unique insights as
well as certain inferential restrictions. Individual social fields are not representative of the
whole of society. These fields can be indicative of broader sociological phenomena, but
do not capture the entire story. Consequently, there can be historical lags in how certain
happenings and cultural shifts influence different social fields. For example, within the
field of psychiatry homosexuality was labeled a disorder until 1973, whereas in the social
field of queer free space this was contested far earlier.
Crucial to my inquiry is the sociological literature problematizing the social
construction of actorhood, that is, the ways actorhood is conceptualized and organized
changes and is flexible over time. This is not to say that queer persons as distinctive
social actors do not really exist in a persistent way, but that sociologically we can trace
how the conceptualization, status, rights, and treatment of queer persons as social actors
have changed over time. As Seidman (2003: 174) argues, queer theory contests the idea
of a stable homosexual subject and rather encourages us to interrogate these identities in
light of the politics that underpin them: “situational advantage, political gain, and
conceptual unity.” Seidman (2003) pushes for the field of sociology to embrace the
insights of queer theory and argues that queer theory merely mirrors a social
constructionist approach that recognizes the instability of identity that is created in
temporally- and culturally-specific sites.
In macro-level discourses of queerness, I see both a process of community
formation and also a process of becoming in which queer actors are able to
simultaneously grow that sense of “one-ness” with each other but also begin to cultivate
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identities that are defined on their own terms outside of the fields of power of the
medical, legal, and religious establishments. In the forthcoming chapters, I will detail
collective identity and its corresponding entitlements as an outcome of mobilization,
following the development of the queer movement over the long 20th century. I will
explore various iterations of queerness in print culture unpacking the opportunities and
restrictions these various conceptualizations have afforded and how they have changed
over time. To this end, my data will follow several tracks: 1) political changes in
criminalization and entitlements extended to LGBT individuals, 2) cultural shifts in
institutional change and popular discourse or events, and 3) portrayals and discourse in
literature in the form of published books that address various facets of the discourse on
queer identity and placement in US society. My specific entry point will be the social
field of print book culture. I seek to relate the transformations of this field to broader
historical and socio-cultural happenings over the long twentieth century.
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Methods and Data
Historical Process Tracing
This study seeks to provide new frameworks in understanding the relationship
between discourse and structure as their interaction relates to the transformation of the
social world, The particular focus of this study is on queer actorhood, actors who are
understood / understand themselves as queer because their sexual and gender identities or
expressions defy conventions of their historical era, Because of the historical and
discursive nature of these aims, I undertake a macro level analysis of printed discourse on
queer identity as my methodology for this project. I seek to understand how the path to
inclusion for such queerness in the United States beginning with the birth of the
homosexual around the beginning of the 20th century has been shaped by changes in the
social field of printed discourse.
Central to understanding how and why social change has occurred is the social
field of print literature is the development, rise, and decline of different queer
nomenclatures (homosexual, homophile. gay, lesbian, LGBT etc); the expansion of
literary genres pertaining to queerness and the genres particular terminologies are
primarily diffused within; and the thematic content of seminal printed books concerning a
queer identity. These changes in the social field of print literature are also caused,
permeated, and affected by other markers of social change in the broader polity: the
evolution of medical and moralistic understandings of sexual and gender minorities; the
inclusion of new legal protections and entitlements for queer people; and the growth of
positive cultural representations among others. These various signposts for social change
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will be analyzed in light of the findings of an exploration of print book culture informed
and theorized through existing historiographies of queer liberation.
This study relies primarily on comparative historical data analysis techniques,
specifically ‘process tracing’ which is a method of establishing descriptive and causal
relationships through “diagnostic evidence,” or a pieces of observed phenomena that can
attest to an empirical and patterned association between variables. This relationship can
be further verified through “counterfactual” evidence that shows the absence of a
particular outcome without the conditions and events used as diagnostic evidence to
support a claim (Collier 2011; Mahoney 2010). Process tracing is a methodology that
seeks to explain changes over time through ‘careful description’ (Mahoney 2010).
Careful description involves the thorough analysis of causality in a given process with an
emphasis on the time-order of such. Careful description will comprehensively outline
how an independent variable results in a certain outcome and any intervening variables
that end up producing these observable facts (Collier 2011). This descriptive practice
requires both being able to identify important changes/outcomes in a sequence of events
as well as taking detailed snapshots at various instances in the chain (Collier 2011).
When noting that the term homosexual was gradually replaced by the term gay in the
mainstream and queer community, for example, one must be able to carefully describe
the happenings of the Stonewall Riots and the patterns of radical activism in the queer
liberation movement that ensued afterward in comparison with discursive changes of a
prior event.`
Careful description of variables and their relationships sometimes entail the use of
quantitative data. A multi-model approach many times yields the most thorough and
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detailed of analyses (Collier 2011). Thus, both a qualitative genre analysis using the
WorldCat Database and a quantitative frequency breakdown using the Google Books
“Ngram Viewer” were concurrently employed in my process tracing of queer liberation
in this study. A qualitative genre analysis is employed in order to ascertain what sorts of
queer representations of actorhood were present for given queer conceptual terms. For
example, if the literature is primarily psychiatric in nature this might promote queer
people to conceptualize the possibilities of their actorhood in light of their medicinal
other-ing. Conversely, if the literature is primarily guides to proper incorporation of the
queer demographic then this might encourage queer actors to seek out and demand
entitlements in the polity. The quantitative Ngram data displays shifts in the salience of
particular queer typologies in print book culture, specifically when new conceptions of
queer actorhood emerged and developed in the social field of print books.
The analytical procedure of careful description evaluates various case studies that
elaborate particular mechanisms of causality. Through careful descriptive I will unearth
the intersecting forces that constitute and produce specific moments. Prior knowledge
and conceptual frameworks will usually guide what sorts of phenomena warrant
analytical attention (Collier 2011). Research develops from a theoretical starting point in
which previous researchers have established certain empirical patterns and theorized
these connections. This study attempts to synthesize literature regarding the social
construction of reality, the formation and operations of actorhood, and the development
of opportunities for the attainment of social change through an examination of print
literature of queer identity over the long twentieth century. Specifically, I will explore
the various transformations underwent by the social field of print literature, tracing the
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rise and fall of conceptions of queerness and the genres that these conceptions of
queerness inhabited over the course of the century. I will then theorize how these field
shifts in print literature reflect broader discursive shifts in the polity that afford
opportunities and restrictions for queer social actors.
Collier, Brady, and Seawright (2010) coin the term ‘causal-process observations’
(CPO’s) to describe pieces of observable phenomenon or specific instances in a causal
sequence that help to validate or invalidate a hypothesized causal relationship. In my
study, I will examine how new developments in psychological discussions of
homosexuality, for example, may or may not have impacted political and cultural
changes. Arguably, each transformation in queer terminology will necessitate the
uncovering of various CPO’s that help to explain such changes, specifically their
significance in constructing actorhood and reformulating the polity.
Wagner-Pacifici and Schwartz (1991) develop a careful description of the events
negotiating the eventual decision to commemorate the Vietnam War. Wagner & Pacifi
(1991: 379) begin their study of commemoration from the theoretical starting point of
Durkheim’s work that argues that commemorative rights “integrate the glory of society’s
past into its present concerns and aspirations.” Their research question involves how an
event like the Vietnam War (a military defeat, a war that had no national consensus, and
a war that defied traditional projects of commemoration in the U.S.) fit into this
framework sociologically (Wagner & Pacifi 1991). Wagner-Pacifi and Schwarz (1991)
decide to snapshot six main stages in their process of careful description that they feel are
illustrative in explaining the complexities of the Vietnam. Like Wagner-Pacific and
Schwarz (1991), I have my own theoretical starting point outlined in my Literature
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institutionalization of new normativities. Moreover, I employed the practice of ‘careful
description’ in my Historical Overview Chapter as I unpacked the discourses and seminal
events occurring in the queer liberation movement over the long twentieth century. I will
continue to utilize ‘careful description’ in my subsequent Findings Chapter.
Collins (1997) develops their revision of Weberian theory of capitalist
development through a case study of Japan’s economic transition from an agrarian to
capitalist economy. In this historical process tracing, Collins (1997) carefully describes
the historical transformations in Japan’s political organization, economic organization,
and predominant religious thought from the Archaic Period all the way to the Meiji
Restoration Period in order to understand the preconditions to transition to a capitalist
economy. Collins (1997) ultimately answers their research question through the careful
description of various Japanese historical periods. Similarly, I will utilize specific
historical epochs in American queer history as analytical tools in understanding the
discursive transformations of queer identity in the social field of print literature and in the
broader polity. .
These studies show the rigor and promise of historical process tracing as well as
the importance of careful description in establishing causality. Both researchers use their
CPO’s to form the basis of a more broad causal inference and revision of prevailing
theory. This same sort of methodology can be adapted to the study of queer history. For
example, in order to unpack the process of community formation among queer persons,
one might discuss how urbanization in the early 1900’s New York resulted in (1) the
clustering en masse of queer persons in a given place and (2) the underground nightlife
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that took root as a result of this (D’Emilio 1983). This created a ‘free space’ or field for
constructing new identities and new rules of engagement in the social world. This
particular CPO could serve to support the hypothesis that urbanization is an important
point on the causal chain of queer community formation, one of many intervening
variables. Likewise, the careful description of each iterative queer term as it develops will
uncover the discursive significance of each and its relation to the broader polity. Process
tracing seeks to establish the mechanisms of causation, how exactly a variable, “X,”
produces an outcome, “Y.” So on this point, I would have to articulate how urbanization
supported the emergence of new free spaces for queer identity formation and follow the
discourse in the literature to indicate this process.
For this study, I am not seeking to show that identity follows the typical “X  Y”
relationship in which identity is the independent variable causing social change, but will
rather demonstrate it as a dynamic and historically variable process of social construction
in which discourse is fluid and has structurating effects. That is, I hypothesize that
identity aids in the creation of social change, but also that social change inevitably leads
to the transformation of salient conceptions of identity. What I seek to understand is how
discursive formations and their accompanying constraints provide new possibilities for
resistance. This study should be understood as a theory-building exercise, informed by a
sample of data that gives perspective into one delimited field of print book literature.

Identity and Typologies
In order to investigate this relationship between identity and social change, I first
constructed a morphological timeline of queer identity showing the various forms in
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which it has been conceptualized over time and the socio-cultural dynamics that plagued
them, outlined in the Historical Overview Chapter. This timeline has been constructed
through a comparative study of various comprehensive works of queer history, Faderman
(2015), Bronski (2011), Eaklor (2008), and many others cited in the Historical Overview.
Stinchcombe (1968) attests to the analytical utility of such a typological construction:
Whenever a large number of variables go together, so that specific values of one
are always associated with specific values of others, the creation of typologies, or
sets of type-concepts such as the chemical elements, is scientifically useful
(Stinchcombe 1968: 44).
Stinchcombe (1968) goes on to list a number of examples that display the utility of
scientific typologies such as labeling an ailment a disease through the compilation of
various unique symptoms or classifying societies as industrial, agricultural, or huntergatherer.
Typologies, or sets of categories used for classification, allow for a more
descriptive and full picture to emerge as to how different phenomena relate to each other
and what outcomes such relations produce. Weber’s study specifically reveals the value
of constructing ideal-types that, although they can never quite be entirely exclusive, hold
the potential for substantive evaluations of phenomena (Baily 1994). Weber theorizes that
authority is legitimated through three means: tradition, law, and charisma. Whereas
theoretically each leader can be placed into a category, it is possible that one might
hypothesize that a leader derives their legitimacy from multiple arenas. Similarly, a
queer person could have conceptualized themself as such through a number of different
available discursive formations in their era even multiple at the same time, a woman who
describes herself as both a lesbian and gay for example. Thus, although ideal-types of
queer identity discourse will be the theoretical starting point for my project, I

66

Becoming Queer in the Twentieth Century: Methods and Data

acknowledge that actors could likely have identified with multiple terms or altogether
different terms.
The typologies I examine are of salient discourses of queerness over the 20th
century in print literature. .In other words, I have determined through my historical
inquiry which popular labels have been historically assigned to people who subvert
normative expectations of sexuality and gender—invert, homosexual, homophile, gay,
lesbian, transvestite, transsexual, transgender, LGBT+, queer—and am working toward
understanding the discursive nuance surrounding each label through a quantitative and
qualitative analysis of print books over the long 20th century. While there are many
arenas in which social discourse develops, by analyzing printed literature databases, I can
capture a sampling of this discourse that has been published in print form. This study
focuses on a particular field that in some respects must be decoupled from other
important fields as it is governed, in part, by its own institutionalized norms. The social
field of print literature is ripe with transformation and growth yet is sequestered from
other social fields. An analysis of such a field provides one of many entry points into
analyzing the development of queer discourse and conceptions of actorhood. This field
analysis is not representative of the whole of society and all the free spaces of
marginalized actors that I speculate about. My timeline includes key shifts in the social
recognition and regulation of sexuality and gender under the law, police apparatus,
medicine, and politics among others. This will allow me to have some historical
landmarks for tracing different forms of queerness in conjunction with major social
changes. Much like Wagner-Pacifi and Schwartz (1991) I seek to explicate the cultural
discourse surrounding queer terminology through careful description of these histories
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and like Collins (1997) I will constructively utilize my typologies of queerness to draw
inferences in how they mold various political and social structures.

Data and Analysis
I drew on a number of data sources in order to get at this research question
regarding the relationship between discourse and structure as both pertaining to social
change. I primarily examined print literature in United States over the long 20th century
through the a genre coding analysis as I explored each term’s development, and for a
many of the terms such as invert, homosexual, homophile, and transvestite, their decline.
The WorldCat Database, the largest network of library content in the world, was used to
draw out key themes in the genres of books published with a particular queer term in a
given historical period. In this database I was able to facet identity terms by year, genre,
format (print books) and keywords in titles in order to get a sense of prevailing ideas
embedded in print culture surrounding particular identities at their emergence and
following seminal historical moments such as the Stonewall Riots. The data gathered
from the WorldCat Database presents its own limitations and methodological flaws.
WorldCat sometimes contains incorrect metadata concerning the years of publication of
various works or this data is simply unknown. WorldCat also contains many duplicate
entries. However, despite the methodological limitations of this database, it still can help
illuminate more macro-level processes of social change while not proving the proper
avenues for a more narrow case study of a particular year or decade.
In combination with my genre analysis in WorldCat, I used the Google Books,
“Ngram Viewer,” an online search engine that measures the frequencies of any set of
comma-delimited search inputs found in sources printed between 1500 and 2008 in the
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English corpus of Google Books. The Google Books Scan, “NGram” Viewer, essentially
calculates how often a particular phrase occurs in their entire corpus of books and
generates a chronological graphic representation of this data (Michele 2010). I faceted
my data to show representations of queer terminology from the late 1800’s through 2008.
These charts were used to assess how queer terms have risen and fallen in popularity over
the course of the century revealing the waning or increasing descriptive capacity and
cultural currency of each discourse of queer identity in the United States over time. To
this end, the Google Ngram Viewer will help chart the emergence of various identities by
documenting the prevalence of various identity terms (ex: homosexual, gay, lesbian,
transvestite, transgender, queer) in given years through documenting the frequency with
which they occur in the Google Books digital collection.
Employing print culture to get at this question also comes with its various
limitations. Certainly, it takes an amount of cultural and economic capital to publish a
book in a particular historical context so missing in the print representations of queerness,
is the direct voice of other key historical agents in these regards. Moreover, especially in
the digital age, discourse has become far more expansive and democratized of which
print books only make up a slice of influential intellectual content produced. Thus, for
our modern context one can engage in a discourse analysis through a multitude print
media. However, print books certainly reflect fascinations in our culture and ideas
embedded in them percolate from the mainstream and disseminate into the polity. Thus,
they still provide a valuable site to begin my exploration of discourses of queerness over
the long 20th century and are more available in the earlier years prior to the digital age.
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My analysis will be limited to books because of data saturation and given the
macro-level nature of the project. The amount of data collected if one included all
academic articles and theses or dissertations (in addition to other media) published
between the late 1800’s to the modern-day would be far too enormous to analyze
qualitativelyly and in-depth over the course of a thesis project. This data will be useful in
showing the manners in which certain identities were framed when taking into account
the genre of the book—diagnostic, memoir, self-help, religious, academic, etc. Specific
focus will be given to the earliest works concerning certain identity terms which better
illustrate the cultural assumptions and attitudes surrounding certain ideological
configurations of queer identity as they were initially negotiated and how and under what
conditions these identities shifted.
In order to analyze this causal relationship between discourses theorizing
collective identities and social change, I will explore the social forces surround the
creation and ascendance of various queer terms over the long 20th century. The process
by which certain terms cohere and popularize is important as queer actors will understand
their rules for right action and the contours of their personhood through this discursive
language which then constructs the possibilities for resistance and mobilization.
Actorhood will be investigated through the lens Meyer and Jepperson (2000) and other
phenomenologists of collective identity who acknowledge that one of the main outcomes
of these socio-historically unique conceptualizations of identity and their subsequent
institutionalization is the distinctive social spaces that they accord. Foucault (2014) and
Butler (2014) theorize how social actors resist or bind themselves to a normalized
iteration of identity in a given time and social space, so analytical attention will be given
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to the resistance and reconstitution of discourses of identity over time. Additionally,
social movement studies seeks to understand how discourse provides an opportunity
structure for actors to subvert various knowledge schemes and aid in the growth of
subcultural networks and opportunities for political and cultural change. Thus, the
potential of discourse, the altering of discourse, and discourse’s embedded-ness in social
structure is all of interest in this study.
Utilizing the Goolge Ngram viewer data in conjunction with insights my
WorldCat historical genre analysis, I will investigate the manners in which queer
identities were conceptualized within the social field of print book culture.. Within this
particular social field this analysis will show 1) how discourse has developed over time in
the emergence, rise, and decline of various terms as illustrated in the Google NGram
Viewer and in the expansion of genres and 2) what ways queer identity has been
theorized and changed over time. I will outline a number of different historical discursive
formulations of queer identity arranged in a chronological fashion of their public
emergence. Important to note is that many of the terms were or remain concurrent in their
respective historical contexts meaning that the appearance of a new salient identification
term does not necessitate the elimination of a prior one. Moreover, the terms I include in
this analytical sample are neither exhaustive nor absolute
Foucault (1980) asserts that the creation of any object of knowledge is political;
there is a reason why a particular subject is of importance to society as a site of scrutiny
and inquiry. The WorldCat data will show how queer identities were conceptualized in
each given historical era in the United States and how these have changed—early works
will likely reproduce the idea of queerness as a disease and pathology while later works
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will begin to formulate queerness in more ethnic manners or as a persecuted minority. I
expect that some books will display resistance to dominant paradigms of knowledge,
attempting to shift the social landscape by disseminating a counter-discourse. Moreover,
certain surges in particular genres might be indicative of particular historical events
which can then be theorized and unpacked. Literature and queer language paradigmatic
shifts might demonstrate how negative conceptualizations of queerness were resisted and
reconstructed more progressively.
From this study of the queer liberation movement and specifically examining
public discourses of identity, I will dissect the relationship between structure, ideations of
actorhood, and social transformation. I seek to theorize how different iterations of queer
discourse shape actors and are institutionalized across social structure. The theory I will
construct in the following pages can be used as a tool in examining the current landscape
of the queer movement and expanded and revised as queer identity continues to reinvent
itself
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Findings
Opportunity, Restriction, and Transformation: Becoming Queer in the
Twentieth Century
U.S. society has assigned abundant words to explain sexual and gender diversity
over history and to our present-day. The terms highlighted here represent some of the
most prominently elaborated typologies especially as they emerge in the social field of
print literature. Thus, other more underground, niche, and lesser-known terms are not
theorized in detail such as “eonist1” or “asexual2.” Homosexual, a term emerging at the
turn of the 20th century and remaining one of the most salient queer terms until the 1970’s
receives special attention due to the longevity of its cultural impact.
For language pertaining to sexual minorities, we see more negative rendering of
queerness (invert and homosexual) gradually replaced with more positive representations
(gay, lesbian, LGBT, and LGBT+), in print books starting around the 70. although terms
can persist just as the evaluative connotations of those terms transform dramatically over
time or across audiences. Medical definitions like invert and homosexual, in a sense,
objectified queer people by putting them on scientific display and these forms
perpetuated their marginalization by denying them equal personhood with heterosexual
identities and expressions. Conversely, gay identity embraced queer difference and
encouraged queer people to radicalize and create a militant gay liberation movement; the
Gay Liberation Front was founded immediately after the Stonewall Riots.

1

Eonist was a term coined by Havelock Ellis to refer to a cross-dresser in the early 20th century
,similar to Hirschfeld’s term, “transvestite” later analyzed (Clark et al. 2010.)
2
An asexual person is someone who does not experience sexual attraction used as a classification
in scientific studies as early as 1983 (Asexual History 2017).
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There is similar trajectory for gender discursive formulations with the more
pathological labels (invert, transvestite, and transsexual) followed by the more positive
conceptualizations like cross-dresser and transgender. Subsequently, the more poststructural identifications like genderqueer and non-binary titles begin to come more into
play in the mainstream. However, gender diversity remains governed by medical gaze
unlike queer sexuality in the past such that gender dysphoria 3is in the current edition of
the Diagnostic and Statistic Manual of Mental Disorders (DSM) of the American
Psychiatric Association (APA). Prior to the reclassification of Gender Identity Disorder
(GID) as Gender Dysphoria in the DSM, Butler (2006) unpacked the harmful ideologies
embedded in the medicalization of transsexualism. Butler (2006) argues that although this
medicalization gives transsexual people access to certain forms of healthcare, it also puts
the onus on the individual for being deviant rather than on society that creates the social
world where gender nonconformity is deviant or abnormal. Diagnosis of gender
dysphoria is necessary for receiving certain transition-related healthcare and many
transgender people feel pressure to conform to medical criteria of gender nonconforming
identities in order to receive desired treatments such that they will perform and embody
narratives that mirror medical ideas of the “symptoms” (Stone 2006; Spade 2006). Thus,
similar to homosexuality in the past, the institution of medicine exercises power over the
definition and regulation of gender diversity.

3

Gender Dysphoria is defined as “a conflict between a person's physical or assigned
gender and the gender with which he/she/they identify. People with gender dysphoria
may be very uncomfortable with the gender they were assigned, sometimes described as
being uncomfortable with their body (particularly developments during puberty) or being
uncomfortable with the expected roles of their assigned gender” (American Psychiatric
Association 2017)
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As late as the 70’s, gay could still refer to what we would contemporarily label a
transgender person. Early renderings of queerness like invert and homosexual did not
make firm distinctions between gender and sexuality often amalgamating the two in their
classificatory rhetoric. Transgender as an umbrella term would not be used with great
frequency until the 80’s, though various combinations of “trans+gender” would be used
prior to then to signify differing forms of gender nonconformity (Rawson and Williams
2014). The labels taken for granted today were sometimes more expansive in the past or
signified an altogether different meaning. Gay once primarily meant “happy,” for
example. Additionally some frameworks and institutionalized conceptions of reality
simply did not exist until a particular era as an influential form of knowledge.
I outline below some of the major paradigmatic changes in print book culture and
their discursive effects.

These new currents of discourse result in institutional

redefinition, new conceptions of actorhood, new legitimate modes of resistance, and
general social transformation. The major periodic shifts follow two tracks that then
converge once more—that of sexuality and gender. In the early 20th century these queer
conceptions were combined followed by later categorical distinctions between sexual
object choice and gender identity followed by their unity yet preserved particularity in the
LGBT+ acronym. I will follow the path to inclusion of queerness beginning with its
sexological and psychiatric institutionalization emblemized in such terms as invert,
homosexual, and transvestite followed by its greater integration into the polity in the
LGBT+ acronym paradigm.

Before Categorization
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It was not always the case that queerness acted as a sort the classificatory
assemblage of human types labeling those that did not adhere to normative ideals of
sexuality and gender. Yes, the very idea of a personhood defined through queerness
would likely be foreign to social actors prior to the late 19th century in the United States.
However, this does not mean that there are no documented instances of same-sex
relationships or gender-variant people prior to the creation of discourses of sexual
inversion, homosexuality, or transvestism; this merely means that these phenomena were
understood not as types of people, but people who engaged in variant practices.
Print culture abounds with seminal figures that were suspected or confirmed of
what we would contemporarily claim as non-heterosexual activities (Woods 1999). These
themes of homoeroticism, both affirming and condemning in various instances, can be
found in Greek and Roman mythology, Shakespeare, and the writings of the Christian
Middle Ages (Woods 1999). One of the earliest American queer novels published in 1870
titled Joseph and His Friend: A Story in Pennsylvania by Bayard Taylor describes the
story of a man who marries a wealthy woman only to fall in love with his close male
friend and assert that not everyone can conform to what is the “commonplace pattern of
society” (Brill 2015). The very canon of U.S. literary classics were created by such
queer-speculated and confirmed figures such as Walt Whitman, Henry David Thoreau,
Gertrude Stein, and Emily Dickinson (Wood 1999; Robbins 2011; Faderman 2015;
Henneberg 1995).
These themes were not explicitly categorized as such, but pervasive throughout
their novels and poetry. These figures likely disseminated their own conceptions of
queerness both unconsciously and intentionally in their writings inevitably inflected by
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their lived experiences, yet it is the diagnosticians who are credited with “discovering”
the queer person. The landscape of queerness prior to discourses of sexual inversion and
homosexuality provided a range of free spaces for queer relationships to flourish such as
Boston Marriages (Faderman 2012).

Newspapers once praised the passionate and

romantic relationships of women in the mid-1800’s (Faderman 2012). Queerness could
have crystaliized in a multiplicity of fashions, but en route to a scientific pathology is
where this history of queer identity begins.

Sexual Inversion
Sexual inversion emerged as one of the earliest discourses to theorize sexual and
gender diversity as a defined grouping of human existence. It was coined by Havelock
Ellis in 1897, an English sexologist, in his book Sexual Inversion utilized by other late
19th century sexologists following publication this work and other works by Ellis
theorizing this sexual category. Sexual Inversion began publication in Philadelphia in
1901 and was reprinted in 1902, 1906, 1908, 1913, 1915, 1918, 1921, 1923, 1925, 1926,
1928, 1929, 1931, 1975, 1998, 2008, and 2010 (Eaklor 2008). The references to “sexual
inversion” or “inverts” can be found in such books as the Homosexual Neurosis (1922)
and A Psychodynamic Study of Lesbianism (1954), popular psychiatric books reprinted on
numerous occasions and even into the 21st century. Further, the language of sexual
inversion was popularized by the novel The Well of Loneliness (1928) centering around
an upper-class English woman referred to as an “invert” which sold more than 20,000
copies in its first year and escaped declarations of obscenity after a court trial in 1928
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(Eaklor 2008). Thus, sexual inversion is a discourse that displays a genre expansion from
simply a medical term to incorporated to popular literature texts.
Sexual inversion exemplified a discourse that had not yet created firm
delineations between sexual and gender variance such that cross-gender behavior and
physical attributes were deemed important diagnostic criteria in explaining same-sex
attractions. Sexual inversion was more a discourse based on a broad conception of what
constituted gendered deviance. Female inverts were considered aggressive and mannish
as normative conceptions of womanhood depicted women as more asexual with no
enthusiasm for men’s sexual advances. Some theorist blamed the advancements achieved
by the women’s movement for greater instances of female sexual inversion (Chauncey
1982).
But, sexual inversion is the first conceptual shift from understanding what we
now refer to as queer sexual and diverse gender behaviors as developmental aberrations,
elected deviance, and/or taboos to constituting a human typology. This more
pathologizing language is very evident in Ellis’ study in Sexual Inversion as Ellis (1910:
191) defines the contours of the “invert” :
The average invert, moving in ordinary society, so far as my evidence extends, is
most usually a person of average general health, though very frequently with
hereditary relationships that are markedly neurotic. He is usually the subject of a
congenital predisposing abnormality, or complexus of minor abnormalities,
making it difficult or impossible for him to feel sexual attraction to the opposite
sex, and easy to feel sexual attraction to his own sex. This abnormality either
appears spontaneously from the first, by development or arrest of development, or
it is called into activity by some accidental circumstance.
The exercise of descriptors such as “neurotic,” “abnormality,” and “arrested
development,” illustrates queer actorhood’s first imaginings as unquestionably aberrant
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and psychologically ill. This initial discursive transformation in understanding queerness
allowed for queerness to solidify as an identity one possessed rather than simply an action
one engaged in. And in social movements analysis, this phenomenon constitutes a
‘negative political opportunity’ as it causes a repression driving repressed actors to create
a ‘free space’ in which the marginalized may mobilize and take control of their own
collective identities and concordant identity-based social movements (Polleta and
Kretschmer 2013; Gallo-Cruz Forthcoming). Negative opportunities are moments of
repression or restraint that can result in social movement coherence and organized
resistance. Positive opportunities invite a broader mass of actors to join in solidarity for
expanding spaces of queer inclusion and civil rights. An example of a positive political
opportunity would be the removal of homosexuality from the DSM, giving less clout to a
pathologizing discourse and more currency to queerness being understood as a natural
variation. Sexual inversion placed queerness under the lens of scientific inquiry and
medicalization would further institutionalize the category in the next iterative term,
homosexual.
Books printed utilizing the sexual inversion would be sparse once homosexual
became the more widespread word for queerness in the 1920’s; as little as two books a
year would be published with the term once it started to decline. These books largely took
a more academic and evaluatory gaze such as A Deconstructive Analysis of Sexual and
Textual Inversion in Marcel Proust's A la Recherche Du Temps Perdu (1984) or a more
reactionary stance such as Sexual Inversion: The Questions, with Catholic Answers
(1979).

Largely, this term disappeared in print culture with the rise of the term

homosexual. The primary genres of sexual inversion were medical texts, literary fiction,
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academic analyses, and reactionary texts. Sexual inversion was predominantly a negative
term in its popularity yet one that could be co-opted to speak about a newly formulated
personage which explains its appearance in fiction.

Homosexual
The term homosexual put same-sex romantic and sexual desires under the
scrutiny of the institutions of medicine, religion, and law while it facilitated the early
underground community building of queer people in urban spaces. Homosexual starts to
appear as an explicitly theorized social category in print culture around the turn of the
century. Karl-Maria Kertbeny, a Hungarian queer activist, is believed to have coined the
term “homosexual” to describe persons with same-sex sexual interests in a series of
pamphlets arguing against Prussian anti-sodomy laws that was later adopted by
sexologists as the field developed.
Homosexual was a term that almost necessarily came with a degree of
pathologization due to its psychiatric origins, it helped underpin a systematic and pseudoscientific other-ing of queer people once it was co-opted by sexology and other medical
sciences. Homosexuals were defined by medical researchers in explicitly deviant terms.
Ironically, this also created a class of people that identified with the word and could
organize spaces around the shared stigma and lived experiences that they faced as
“homosexuals.” Chauncey (1982: 115) reports that “by the mid- 1910s, several U.S.
journals devoted regular columns to sexology which frequently reported on the study of
homosexual.” In print literature, invert remained the more popular term illustrated in the
Ngram data below until around the 1920’s when homosexual would take off. The
discourse would then become less about gender deviance that encompassed same-sex
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desire and more squarely focused on deviant sexual object-choice that sometimes
manifested in gender nonconforming fashions (Chauncey 1982). While invert largely
died off in print books so the genres it spans are not quite that expansive, homosexual
would remain salient for far longer and span such genres as medical texts to erotic fiction.

Early works concerning homosexuality were incredibly medicalized seeking to
understand the biological determinants of such a “condition” and how to “treat” it. This
psychiatric rendering of queerness is seen as early as 1922 with the publication of The
Homosexual Neurosis by Wilhelm Stekel (reprinted in 1933, 1945, 1950, and to the
modern-day 2000’s) and continues onward into Frank Capricio’s (1954) Female
Homosexuality: A Psychodynamic Study of Lesbianism (reprinted in 1962, 1964, 1967,
and 1971). Both of these books attempt to explain the causes of homosexuality among the
cases they study and the proper therapy to treat it. Psychiatric and clinical frameworks
were fundamental in understanding queerness in the early and mid-20th century. As
Wilhelm Stekel asserts in The Homosexual Neurosis (1922):
In accordance with the results of our investigation thus far we may conclude: the
homosexual finds closed for him the path which leads to the other sex, and the
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barrier is psychical. Anxiety, disgust and scorn support the forces of homosexual
love
The homosexual was labeled as mentally ill and the causes of such “illness” are
thoroughly dissected over the course of the 300+ page volume from the fear of the other
sex to arrested development to specific sorts of parenting. Stekel (1922) contends that the
homosexual will be capable of heterosexual love and can be “cured” through a proper
psycho-therapeutic regimen. Capricio (1954: 303) echoes these sorts of claims into the
mid-20th century: “Female homosexuality is a form of cooperative or mutual
masturbation at best. It represents an unconscious defense mechanism—a symptomatic
expression of a neurotic personality—a disturbance in infantile psychosexual
development—a regression to narcissism…” The viability of female homosexuality is
denied while it is simultaneously framed as a psychological disorder.

Before this

pathologization women used to participate in life-long romantic relationships with society
even revering such relationships (Faderman 2012).
In this way, homosexuality as a mental illness came with a distinct other-ing and
delegitimizing of same-sex romantic/sexual inclinations yet also created a social
demographic deserving sympathy from society. While this explicit and tangible
pathologization damaged queer people in the public imagination, it simultaneously
compelled them to (1) start to conceptualize their same-sex attractions as a relevant
aspect of their identity, (2) realize that others “suffered” from the same “ailment,” and (3)
seek out these people who shared the same social stigma. This fostered the creation of
queer underground free spaces such as bars and bathhouses which allowed queer people
places of sociability to strengthen community ties as well as begin to fashion counter-
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discourses to the rampant other-ing in the mainstream. Free spaces are smaller-scale
environments where communities and movements can congregate outside of the
surveillance and direct control of the dominant group. Free spaces usually precede the
development of a robust social movement and cultural shift (Pollete and Kretschmer
2013). These spaces generate arenas where marginalized communities like queer people
can begin to develop their own ideas of a just polity and strategies to demand such
futurities in places beyond the free space. These underground safe spaces allowed queer
people a sphere outside of clinical heteronormativity and would precede the creation of
the first homosexual advocacy organizations and a radicalized gay liberation movement.
Queer activist organizations do not emerge until after World War II. World War II
is credited by some historians with facilitating cross-national ties with queer people
across the United States and getting certain segments of queer people away from their
more rural origins imbued with surveillance and conservative mores (Eaklor 2008;
Scagliotti, Schiller, and Rosenberg 1984).

Urbanization and the homo-social cross-

national clustering during the war were positive opportunities for underground networks
of queer people to take root and a queer underground culture to begin to develop. For
some queer people, involvement in the war effort was their first chance to move to cities,
environments where they could meet other queer people like them (Eaklor 2008). The
war put queer folk from more remote areas in contact with each other as well as with new
ideas and ways of living. These urban migrations of queer people in conjunction with
new affirming knowledge created in free spaces would both serve as preconditions to the
founding of the homophile organizations.
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If homosexuality was not discussed in terms of illness, it was then framed as a
social “problem,” the “problem of homosexuality.” Print books throughout the 50’s
sought to address the issue of homosexuality in a civil society and how to guard against it
in the home as well. Homosexuality was a matter that must be curbed and regulated by
government agencies and the law as well as by general social morality that condemned it
largely through religious frameworks. In, The Homosexual Federal Offender: A Study of
100 Cases, Smith (1954) studies 100 homosexual federal offenders describing their
higher rates of mental illness and how to manage the masculine versus feminine
homosexual people in order to prevent incidences of homosexual sexual encounters in the
prison setting. The whole book reeks of anxieties surrounding the possibilities of
homosexual sex and how to curb it even among inmates who turn to homosexual sex for
releases who outside of incarceration are predominantly heterosexual. In one case study,
Smith (1954: 11) describes what we would likely consider a transgender woman in our
contemporary discursive landscape as an effeminate homosexual:
Among the cases that were recognized as effeminate there was a 26- year-old
white male who regarded himself as a female. Though his genitals were normal,
his general appearance and voice were typically feminine. When taken into
custody, he was attired in feminine apparel including high heeled shoes and he
had long hair arranged in typical feminine style…He had been employed as a
waitress…His most recent arrest was for being the recipient of allotment checks
which were made out to him as the wife of a service man with whom he was
living in a quasi-marital relationship.
Thus, this book illustrates the unquestioned assumption of homosexuality as a de facto
issue and the overlapping discursive landscapes of sexual and gender diversity at the
time.
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There is a steep rise in presence of homosexuality in print literature throughout
the 50’s which can explained by the founding of the Mattachine Society in 1950 followed
by One, Inc in 1952, and the Daughters of Bilitis in 1955. The early 50’s also coincided
with the rise of McCarthyism and the Lavender Scare where homosexuals were explicitly
barred from government employment and part of the similar witch hunt akin to
McCarty’s search for communists. Eisenhower’s Executive Order 10450 resulted in the
personal investigations and firing of those suspected of “sexual perversion.” The order
contains no explicit reference to homosexuals, but its language surrounding morality and
illness were coded ways of targeting the sexual minority similar to vagrancy and
lewdness laws across the nation that could be deployed against homosexuality due to its
then cultural connotations. The Lavender Scare resulted in government persecution and
discrimination against queer people. This presented a negative opportunity from which
queer people could be galvanized to both assign more importance to their same-sex
inclinations and rally together to contest such oppressive contexts with which they were
forced to live. Queer people begin to contest such employment discrimination in protests
in the 60’s.
Homosexuality was a term that allowed communities to flourish and grow and for
initial organizations to be founded and organized around a social identity that became
increasingly intelligible albeit deviant in the mainstream.

The accomplishments of

people who sought to reconstruct themselves through this term were largely cultural and
organizational: county and state-specific employment discrimination and anti-sodomy
laws would not necessarily be uprooted and challenged until the popularization of the
word gay after the Stonewall Riots in 1969. As gay began to displace homosexual in the
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queer lexicon, this is where the more radicalized queer identity emerges over the mid60’s and onward.
Stonewall Era America would see a rise in erotic literature published by the
Guild Press and Centaur Publications printed under the umbrellas “classics of the
homosexual underground” or “a classic homosexual novel.” These novels included such
titles as: Porthole Buddies (1969), Super Stud (1969), A Night in a Hayloft (1969), Sailor
‘69’ (1969), A Boy’s First Experiences (1970), S and M Men (1970), and Rub the Man
Down (1970) in addition to countless others. This move to overt and foregrounded queer
sexuality in print books which is not seen in such magnitudes until 1969 and 1970 shows
the queer movement’s rejection of the homophile movement’s aim in the 50’s to conceal
the sexual features of queerness. The homophile movement largely sought to depoliticize
and package queerness in a manner more digestible to heteronormative society at large
while this discursive shift does the exact opposite. Queerness being accepted on its own
terms was a fundamental premise of early gay liberation and is represented in this print
literature shift in the term homosexual. “Homosexual” terminology in this context then
politicizes the social field of print literature saturating it with explicit representations
while “homophile” seeks to conceal provocative signs of difference. Here, homosexual
then encourages a subversive queer actorhood while homophile seeks to create a
depoliticized queer subject worthy of acceptance.
With the declassification of homosexuality in the DSM occurring in 1973, the
queer community largely sought to distance itself from the medicalized term opting for
the word gay. Books published around the 1990’s and after are saturated with reactionary
and religious titles regarding homosexuality. These include: The Homosexual Agenda:
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What You Can Do (1990), Is The Homosexual my Neighbor? : A Positive Christian
Response (1994) , Cleaning Out the Closet : a step by step approach for Christian Men
Exiting from the Homosexual Lifestyle (1995), An Ounce of Prevention : Preventing the
Homosexual Condition in Today's Youth (2002). Homosexual largely ceases to be a
salient title for more queer-positive publications, although is utilized in a number of
history and literary analyses likely trying to honor the historically-specific construction of
queer identity. The genres that pervade the 1990’s onward involve self-help (in such a
way that one should “cure” or disavow one’s queerness) and reactionary political texts
that desire to advance an anti-queer stance. These genre trends merely reflect the fact that
homosexual has fallen out of favor among queer advocates.
The implicit degradation tied in with the term homosexual lives on in
contemporary discourse where pro-LGBTQ+ activists have long departed from utilizing
the word in identifying queer people. GLAAD’s Media Reference Guide (2017) states:
“Avoid identifying gay people as "homosexuals" an outdated term considered derogatory
and offensive to many lesbian and gay people… the Associated Press, New York Times
and Washington Post restrict usage of the term.” Moreover, according to Yale historian
and professor of lesbian and gay studies, George Chauncey, “ ‘Homosexual’ has the ring
of ‘colored’ now, in the way your grandmother might have used that term, except that it
hasn’t been recuperated in the same way,” (qtd. in Peters 2014). A Google Books Scan
reveals a significant and continued decline in the use of the term after 1990. Yet,
“homosexual” remains an operative and routinely deployed term in conservative and
queer-antagonistic discourse. The clinical and aberrant connotations of the word still find
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resonance in more intolerant enclaves often in juxtaposition to gay or LGBTQ+ which
provide for inclusion and equality in the polity.

Homophile
Homophile was a term advanced by the first U.S. queer activist organizations
namely the Mattachine Society and Daughters of Bilitis. The term’s first use was in
Germany in the 1920’s and would not take off in popular parlance until the post-war
struggle for homosexual rights across continental Europe especially in the Netherlands,
Denmark, and Switzerland (Meeker 2004). One of the first recorded uses of the world
“homophile” in the U.S. was in 1924 by postal clerk, Henry Gerber, who encountered
German ideas during his deployment in the first World War I. Gerber published the term
in 1924 as part of the first-ever homosexual publications in the United States, a
newsletter called “Friend and Freedom,” however Gerber and his associates were later
arrested only a year later in 1925 after these activities were divulged to authorities by a
member’s wife (Pettis 2015). Gerber stated that “homophiles would win the confidence
and assistance of legal authorities and legislators” (Bullough 2002). From homophile’s
earliest inception it was about decriminalizing same-sex sexual relations and gaining the
confidence of the heterosexual world. Early conceptions of the homophile term were
positive and political projecting a time where the homosexual would be accepted into
mainstream society.
This word did not become very popular in mainstream discourse and does not
appear substantially in print book culture until histories of the homophile organizations
are retroactively theorized by scholars studying the 1950’s and 1960’s of the American
queer social movement. This claim is supported by the graph below which demonstrates
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the relatively small amount of books published containing the word homophile until
around the mid-60’s (especially compared to the more popularized term, homosexual).
This finding displays how the social field of print books displayed different tendencies
than queer free spaces. Even though homophile organizations produced a large amount
of discourse over the course of their existence projecting an “acceptable homosexual,”
these messages do not necessarily permeate substantially in print book culture.
Homophile in print literature then begins to decline after 1974 and rises again from 1986
to 1999 during which time historians took an interest in the movement. Such histories
might include: An Introduction to the Homophile Movement (1967) by Foster Gunnison
and Homophile Studies in Theory and Practice (1994) by W Dorr Legg. Overall, the
term homophile appears in print culture on a relatively small scale compared to all the
other terms examined in this study.

This term is predominantly associated with more assimilationist aims, a salient
rationale for the name change being to remove the word “sexual” out of the term
“homosexual.” The transition to more positive conceptualizations of queer identity are
due in part to the work of the early homophile organizations who worked to recuperate

89

Becoming Queer in the Twentieth Century: Findings

the homosexual image to straight society through assimilationist tactics that foregrounded
queer people’s similarity to heterosexuals and privatized their difference. These tactics
would be contested and challenged by movements for gay liberation. The homophile
organizations were both social and campaigning organizations; the Mattachine Society
would host bowling nights and parties while it also worked with academics, medical
professionals, and clergy to improve attitudes toward homosexuality in the mid-twentieth
century. The Mattachine Society is the first recorded organization to utilize a court
defense in which one acknowledged that one was homosexual, but contested
homosexual’s assumed intrinsic ties to lewdness (Faderman 2015).
These organizations also began to publish their own material for homosexuals, the
newsletter of the Daughters of Bilitis was The Ladder and the One Inc. was responsible
for producing a magazine for homosexuals (Esterberg 1994). All homosexual-interested
publications were declared obscene under the Comstock Act until the Supreme Court
ruled in ONE, Inc. v. Oleson that homosexual content did not automatically mean
obscenity (Eaklor 2008). After, numerous instances of harassment from the U.S. Postal
Services Department and the Federal Bureau of Investigation, the Los Angeles
Postmaster, Otto Oleson declared that the 1954 issue of One Magazine “obscene”
because of a piece concerning gay male cruising and a story of a girl leaving her
boyfriend to be with a lesbian (Murdoch and Price 2002). One Magazine brought the case
to court after court that sided with Oleson until the Supreme Court ultimately ruled in
favor of One Magazine ushering in a new era of freedom in print culture for the queer
populace.

In the field of print literature, homophile would either appear in more

academic texts or books published explicitly by homophile organizations.
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Gay
Gay was used in the queer underground as early as the 20’s to mean homosexual
and could be used as a coded form of speech in public life for queer people to identify
each other without exposing their stigmatized subject position during this time. The first
noted, implicit reference of the word gay was in Gertrude Stein’s short story Miss Furr
and Miss Skeene published in 1922 in which it is used in a veiled way that would likely
only be recognizable to queer people familiar with underground queer speech (Faderman
2015). Gay became a general reference for homosexual in the mainstream by the 50’s.
Prior to gay being associated with sexual and gender non-normativity, it simply meant
“happy” or “merry” exemplified in such texts as Gay Morning (1914) and The Gay Year
(1925).
This gradual crystallization of “gay” as a queer term is reflected in the decline of
the term in print books over the first half of the century. This decline becomes especially
pronounced in the 50s and 60s in print literature when gay integrates into public
consciousness losing its status as duplicitous community jargon, assuming its status a
full-fledged public queer term.

With associations becoming stronger and stronger

between gay and a deviant sexual community, it became less and less acceptable to
publish books with the word in it as opposed to when it just meant happy. Gone were the
days of “gay” meaning something so benign; gay transformed into a generally
recognizable queer term, and would not surge again in print book publication until after
the onset of the Gay Liberation Movement.
As gay began to displace homosexual in the queer lexicon, this is where the more
liberationist and politically savvy queer identity emerges over the mid-60’s and onward.
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Queer people began to protest various oppressive conditions such as in picket protest in
front of the White House for equal employment rights in 1965 and later the Stonewall
Riots in 1969. The Stonewall Riots, which broke out in response to a police bust of the
Stonewall Inn, a gay bar in Greenwich Village in New York city, is one of the most
highly cited visible protests of the police repression of gay congregations in queer spaces.
This renowned protest provided a positive political opportunity in reformulating queer
identity as it was a display of the queer community’s capability of contesting oppressive
law regimes. The gradual flat-lining of homosexual as salient term can be seen in the
mid-70s while gay continues to rise and surge in the 90s. This displacement represents
the queer community’s rejection of clinical heteronormative structures and discourse and
rather an uncompromising adoption and assertion of their own collective selfconceptions. Gay then is a complex term in the field of print literature as it undergoes a

stark transformation from an innocuous colloquial term to a politicized conception of
queer actorhood.
Gay represented a positive and subversive reclaiming of a more clinical identity.
Franklin E. Kameny, an activist for queer rights, coined the slogan “Gay Is Good” in
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1968 and “Gay Liberation” would characterize the early post-Stonewall movement for
queer rights and protections (Peters 2014; Faderman 2015). As one can note form this
Google Books Scan, gay begins a significant upsurge in the mid-70’s while the term
homosexual begins to decline. The more subversive and radical aims of gay liberation
are epitomized in the Gay Manifesto (1970) written by Carl Wittman, “Liberation for
gay people is defining for ourselves how and with whom we live, instead of measuring
our relationship in comparison to straight ones, with straight values”

Gay identity originally represented an embrace of uncompromising queerness and
a rejection of the assimilationist tactics into straight society of the homophile
organizations of 50’s. With this new militancy came more public protests and unremitting
demands for rights and protections. Protests were waged in public and government
forums, such as in front of the White House and the Pentagon, against employment
discrimination and unfair military dismissals (Earklor 2008). This discourse of identity
encouraged queer actors to become ever more visible and organize openly for their rights.
The American Psychiatric Association would remove homosexuality from the DSM’s list
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of disorders in 1973 after much lobbying on the part of gay activists. This change came
about due to pressure from the gay community at the annual APA convention for two
consecutive years and through gay members within the APA. At the 1972 convention,
during a panel concerning homosexual titled “Psychiatry: Friend or Foe to
Homosexuals?,” one of the panelist was a gay member of the APA who asked to wear a
mask and a wig while he gave his opinion (Eaklor 2008). The next year the board of
trustees voted to declassify homosexuality as a mental disorder. This declassification
would further legitimate this new and more positive queer movement.
The revolutionary and insurrectionary nature of the term would later dissipate as it
as incorporated into the mainstream illustrated by such books as Keys to Caring:
Assisting Your Lesbian and Gay Clients (1990) showing how to properly incorporate
lesbian and gay people into healthcare. This represents another transformation within the
field that gay undergoes from a more activist conception of actorhood to a demographic
referent. In terms of genres gay initially is largely featured in fiction books in the early
20th century when it simply meant happy. As it becomes more politicized, the term is
featured in activist books and manifestos. This is then followed by gay becoming a more
neutral term used by academics, reactionaries, and guide-makers alike in print books.

Lesbian
The first use of term lesbianism with its sexual connotations seems to coincide
with the birth of the homosexual occurring in 1870. The word “lesbian” is derived form
the island Lesbos, the home of renowned Greek lyrical poet, Sappho whose work
incorporated multiple currents of homoeroticism. One of the earliest print book uses of
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lesbian to mean someone with same-sex sexual attractions was in 1904 in Crossways of
Sex: A Study in Eroto-pathology, Volume 2 in which a whole chapter is dedicated to
lesbianism and Sapphism. The term emerges among titles in print culture originally
around the 50’s composed primarily of memoirs and narratives of lesbian existence. In
1958 alone, all three of the published works concern lesbian narratives: I am a Lesbian,
We, Too, Must Love, (On Lesbian life in New York) (reprinted in 1963 and 2008), and
Women without Men: True Stories of Lesbian Love in Greenwich Village. In 1967, the

first court in California awarded custody to an openly lesbian client (Kendall 2003).

Alongside more explicatory narratives of lesbianism, there is a sizable number of
works of erotic fiction such as Warped Women (1951), Lesbian Twins (1960), Lesbian
Love (1960), Lust Sisters (1962), and Lesbian ’69 (1969) that dominate the
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lesbian print books of the 60’s appearing even earlier. Although this rise slightly mirrors
the rise of gay activism, many of the texts seem catered to the male gaze not necessarily
by and for lesbians. These depictions reduced lesbian relations to sexual exploits among
women.
During the 70’s radical lesbian feminist texts start to be printed such as Lesbian
Nation: The Feminist Solution (1971) by Jill Johnston which called for “the creation of a
legitimate state defined by women” separate from men building their own “institutions of
self support and identity” (Johnston 1999). Lesbian-feminism of this time experienced
rifts with the broader feminist movement represented in such texts as the seminal Love
Thy Enemy? The Debate Between Heterosexual Feminism and Political Lesbianism.
(1982). Some lesbian-feminists did not believe that being “lesbian” meant you had to
have an erotic feelings toward women, but simply that you would primarily organize your
relationships with women, an “existential” conversion (Faderman 2015). This discourse
of lesbianism radically subverted previous medical jargon and sexological research
attached to queerness.
Post-Stonewall lesbian activism begins to align itself with gay activism and the
first books published using both terms “Gay and Lesbian” begin to be published in the
late 70’s. Organizations also start to include both gay and lesbian in their names
(Faderman 2015). Titles published with the term lesbian remain rather heterogeneous as
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the century progresses as lesbian did not have as harsh negative connotations as
homosexual and is still used today among the queer community.
A genre analysis of lesbian terminology tells us that it initially emerges in medical
print literature followed by an explosion of erotic literature from the 50’s onward.
Lesbian then undergoes a radical transformation akin to gay in the 70’s with a number of
lesbian-feminist texts. Lesbian then becomes a depoliticized referent much like gay
utilized my resource and guide books, academic studies, and reactionary print literature.
Lesbian goes through near identical field shifts as the term gay except for the emphasis
on erotica.

Transvestite and Transsexual
Written by Magnus Hirschfeld, a German sexologist and founder of the Institute
for Sexual Research, Transvestites or Die Transvestiten (1910) was one of the first works
of sexology that differentiated between gender variant people and sexual minorities.
Under this new framework proposed by Hirschfeld, Hirschfeld distinguishes between
sexual “perversions” such as sadism, masochism, or fetishes and pioneers a new
interpretive category of sexology “the transvestite”. His case studies included full time
cross-dressers and people who believed themselves to be cross-gender identified, what
we would later call transsexuals or transgender people.

This was one of the first

differentiations of sexuality and gender beyond the discourse of “sexual inversion.”
It is disputed whether Magnus Hirschfeld or his contemporary, Harry Benjamin
coined the term transsexual. However, Harry Benjamin, a German-American
endocrinologist and sexologist, would further elaborate on this framework of
understanding gender minorities in his 1954 book, Transsexualism and Transvestism as
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Psycho-Somatic and Somato-Psychic Syndromes and popularize it in his book The
Transsexual Phenomenon (1966) (Benjamin 2006). Here, Benjamin devises the term
“transsexual” to differentiate between gender nonconforming individuals who simply
desired to behave and dress in a cross-gender fashion versus individuals who sought
surgical and hormonal bodily transformations to align their morphologies with their
conceptions of their gender. Transvestite print books see a surge in eroticism in the 60’s
in such books as Sex Life of a Transvestie (1964). For the most part, transvestite is a more
rarely published term in print book culture. The genres it spans are primarily medical
literature, erotica, biography, and academic inquiries.
Early works concerning the transsexual were largely medicalized such as The
Transsexual Experiment (1975). There is always a distinct preponderance of memoir
texts including: Canary: Man into Woman, A Transsexual Autobiography (1970), The
Story of a Transsexual (1974), Perr : A Transformed Transsexual (1978), and The Eve
Principle: The Story of a Truly Unique Transsexual, Stacy Crawford (1984). This is
likely a result of the sensationalist media tendencies surrounding trans experience
following the first widely publicized transsexual surgeries of Christine Jorgenson in the
1950’s. Followed by this surge in “transsexual” based memoirs is more academic
theorizing and analyses of transsexual experience from a more humanist perspective.
Thus, the early theorizations of gender nonconformity worked to make more
elaborate distinctions that more accurately reflected the particularity of the lived
experiences of certain gender-expansive peoples. This granted legitimacy to the diverse
range of gender expressions ranging from those primarily dealing with sartorial changes
versus those that entailed living full-time in a different bodily and social identity. While
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validating these different experiences, it also fragmented an already small faction of the
queer populous, Transsexual and transvestite continue to rise in similar patterns and rates
until the term transgender supplants both words during the 90’s in print book culture.

Transgender
The first print use of the term “transgenderism” is located in a book entitled
Sexual Hygiene and Pathology by psychiatrist John F. Oliven in 1965 in which Oliven
states: “Where the compulsive urge reaches beyond female vestments, and becomes an
urge for gender ('sex') change, transvestism becomes 'transsexualism.' The term is
misleading; actually, 'transgenderism' is what is meant, because sexuality is not a major
factor in primary transvestism” (qtd in Rawson 2015). Virginia Prince, an American trans
activist who published the magazine Transvestia, used the term “transgenderal” in 1969
to signify living full-time as another gender without electing for any surgeries and later
“transgenderist” in 1978 to mean virtually the same thing (Rawson 2015).
The initial use of “transgender” as an umbrella term that encompasses multiple
forms of gender variance including cross-dressing, transsexualism, and drag can be found
in Clinical Sexuality: A Manual for the Physician and the Professions (1974) by John F.
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Oliven used to “modify ‘deviance,’ ‘research,’ and ‘center’ at various points in the book”
(Rawson 2015). The use of transgender as an adjective encompassing all sorts of gender
diversity including drag queens, cross-dressers, non-Western gender variance, and
transsexuals was popularized by Leslie Feinberg in Feinberg’s (1992) book, Transgender
Liberation: A Movement Whose Time Has Come. Transgender as this sort of adjective is
theorized as coming from subcultural pockets of community discourse before being
utilized by the now canonical Feinberg figure (Rawson and Willaims 2014). In this book,
Feinberg calls for a political alliance of all those whose gender embodiments somehow
contradict or are invalidated by salient social norms:
There are other words used to express the wide range of “gender outlaws”:
transvestites, transsexuals, drag queens and drag kings, cross-dressers, bulldaggers, stone butches, androgynes, diesel dyke or berdache—a European
colonialist term… Transgendered people are demanding the right to choose our
own self-definition, the language used in this pamphlet may quickly become
outdated as the gender community coalesces and organizes—a wonderful
problem… We are trying to find words, however inadequate, that can connect us,
that can capture what is similar about the oppression we endure.
Transgender ascends in print book publications over the course of the early 1990’s
quickly overtaking the once more standard transsexual, transvestite, and cross-dresser.as
displayed in the Google Books Scan. This is likely due in part to this moving declaration
by Feinberg (1992). Moreover, this exponential increase can be explained through a
number of other phenomena occurring in the early 1990’s such as the annual
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International Conference of Transgender Law and Employment Policy (ICTLEP)
occurring from 1992-1996 and the popular magazine titled TV-TS Tapestry renaming
itself Transgender Tapestry in 1995 among others (Rawson and Williams 2014).
This complex process of “transgender” coherence joined together once disparate
ideations of gender non-conformity into a grouping encompassing all sorts of gender
diversity. This new labeling subsumed a lot of different gender identities into the
category yet acknowledged the shared stigma and repression that the visibly gendervariant faced. Though, the term would remain contentious by some actors such as
Virginia Prince who asserted their own definitions of the word (Rawson and Williams
2014).

LGBT+
LGBT, to indicate Lesbian, Gay, Bisexual, and Transgender emerges in 1993 in
print culture and has taken on an ever-expansive nature as it accumulates more and more
queer letters representing different articulations of gender and sexual diversity. The first
books published with the term LGBT are explicitly concerning the youth especially in
regard to student life in 1995: Making Schools Safer for LGBT Youth Begins in
Elementary School & Lesbian, Gay, Bisexual & Transgender Campus Organizing: A
Comprehensive Manual. The rise of LGBT near-perfectly mirrors the rise of transgender
in the 1990’s and LGBT appears in print culture a couple years after transgender enters
print culture. LGBT in its wide-reaching scope, begins unites new cohering ideas of
gender nonconformity and preexisting sexual identity labels of lesbian, gay, and bisexual.
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The term LGBTQ first emerges in print culture in 2005 incorporating such identities as
“questioning” and “queer.” Print books published using the term LGBTQIA first appear
in 2013, the “IA” adding “intersex” and “asexual” or “ally” to the acronym nomenclature.
LGBT+ is an expansive and ever-growing acronym with some iterations of the term
adding “P” for pansexual among other gender/sexual discursive formations.

This

reengineers the field of print books by continuing to open up the category of what might
qualify as queer. It also is one of the first queer fields in print books that is not plagued
with contention and controversy.
Much of the literature published under these various configurations of LGBT+
have moved from formulating resistance into institutionalizing positive transformation
and now deal with ways to consider and incorporate and empower queer people into
various institutional settings like medicine and education. Some other illustrative
examples include: Removing Barriers to Healthcare for Lesbian, Gay, Bisexual &
Transgender clients: A Model Provider Education Program, Participant Resource Guide
(1996); Creating Safe, Caring and Inclusive Schools for LGBTQ Students : A Guide for
Counselors (2005); and UC Davis LGBTQIA Resource Center: Intentional, Collective,
Empowerment. These titles are often published by centers and commissions seeking to

102

Becoming Queer in the Twentieth Century: Findings

establish best practices and, therefore, display a new culturally salient striving to
acknowledge the queer community as a community needing to be properly incorporated
and served by institutions in its unique contemporary incarnation. Nearly all the
publications inquire about the status of incorporation of the LGBT+ community whether
in how they are treated by medicine, the police, are researched properly in the
humanities, parenting guides, LGBT-related policy issues, or are treated by social
workers. LGBT+ functions as an incredibly institutionalized organizational term almost
entirely geared to policy, best practices, and academic inquiry. The field shift to LGBT+
then forges a terminology that is largely free from the complex and heterogeneous
histories and field battles of other queer conceptualizations.
This legitimacy of queer identity only increases as the community grows.
According to a recent YouGov survey conducted in 2015, roughly one-third of younger
Americans identified as something other than completely straight on a scale of 0 to 6
(Ingraham 2015). Additionally, according to GLAAD’s 2017 Accelerating Acceptance
Survey, more than 2,000 U.S. adults aged 18 and older, 22% of millennial respondents
identify as LGBTQ (defined as ages 18-34) and 12% identify as gender-nonconforming
or transgender (Sieczkowski 2017). A Gallup Poll reveals an increase from 5.8% LGBT
identification among millennials in 2012 to 7.3% in 2016 and an increase from 3.5% in
2012 to 4.1% in the overall population; millennials are nearly twice as likely to identify
as LGBT than older generations (Gates 2017). Thus, the expansive nature of the LGBT+
acronym coupled with steady de-stigmatization of queerness over the century is operating
to increase identification with queerness.

Moreover, with guide after guide being

published as to how to properly orient to the queer community, there might be incentive
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for queer people to come out in order to receive such considerations and rights rather than
in the past where it might have meant the opposite.

Queer
Queer was initially a predominantly pejorative word used to damage the queer
community starting around the 40’s where it became synonymous for homosexual or
sexual pervert.. Prior to this, queer used to mean “peculiar” or “weird” and did not
necessarily have any explicit connection to non-normative sexual and gender expressions.
Queer meaning strange is exemplified in books like Queer Birds: With Queer Habits
(1903) which described various interesting and peculiar birds in its contents. Queer is a
synthesis of various other iterations of terms referring to sexual and gender diversity in
the contemporary world. On the one hand, it’s a reclaiming of a word that was deployed
to harm and damage sexual and gender minorities so, in that respect, it builds upon the
subversive and militantly visible nature of Gay Liberation post-Stonewall.
Queer was reclaimed by the LGBTQ community in the 80’s around the same time
that queer theory was beginning to take off in academia (Rand 2014). This was due to
organizations such as Queer Nation founded in 1990 and ACT UP. Queer reclaiming can
be seen as a sort of byproduct of the radical politics post-Stonewall, the ultimately
rejection of straight culture that had used the term to belittle and vilify queer people for
decades. Queer as a strictly identity term is complex as it arises from a convergence of
multiple factors and foundations: reclaiming a once pejorative and harmful term, a
product of a post-structural school of academic theorizing coming out of women’s and
gay studies in the late 80’s, and as a more general resistance to the process of accepting a
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narrow and defined label, a sort of label against labels. Queer titles that represent these
diverse aims include: Because We're Queers : The Life and Crimes of Kenneth Halliwell
and Joe Orton (1989), Queer and Loathing: Rants and Raves of a Raging AIDS Clone
(1994, reprinted 1995), and Post-Colonial Queer: Theoretical Intersections (2001). The
rise in the word queer coincides with the reclaiming of the word during the AIDS Crisis
and the emergence of the queer academic discipline as shown by the Google Ngram Data.

In a 2016 press release by the Human Rights Campaign (HRC), the largest queer
activist organization in the United States, explaining the incorporation of “Q” for “queer”
into their official name HRC President Chad Griffin proclaims:
We celebrate the journey of this word, and our movement, reclaiming with others
what was once used as a cudgel against us, and recognizing the reality of how
more and more LGBTQ people identify themselves (HRC Staff, 2016)
On the other hand, it comes form an academic discourse of “queer theory” that seeks to
analyze and challenge normativity, a post-structural field arising out of gay and women’s
studies in the 1990’s. One of the first books published on queer theory was in 1991 titled
Queer Theory: Lesbian and Gay Sexualities followed by others such as Queer Theory in
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Education (1998, reprinted 2009) and Identity Poetics: Race, Class, and the LesbianFeminist Roots of Queer Theory (2001, reprinted 2012).
Its expansive and comprehensive nature is sometimes used to substitute for the
ever-growing acronym of LGBTQIAP+.

The HRC goes on to define queer as the

following:
Queer serves as an umbrella term that encompasses many people as it intersects
with sexual orientation and gender identity. It includes anyone who does not
associate with heteronormativity, rather they have non-binary or gender expansive
identities (HRC Staff, 2016)
A print example of such capacious use of the term is shown in Looking Queer: Body
Image in Lesbian, Bisexual, Gay, and Transgender Communities (1998) and In Your
Face: Stories from the Lives of Queer Youth (1999). Therefore, “queer” can also provide
a more inclusive and less rigid formulation of identity to subscribe to that does not come
with the various limitations and firm contours of other labels. Queer, in this way, is a
label whose very definition seeks to disrupt the restrictive nature of labeling. Queer then
inspires a positive queer actorhood that is rather ambiguous. This actorhood is nebulous
and expansive its most firm contour being its affirmation of those that seek to resist
institutionalized forms of social organization. According to the 2015 U.S. Transgender
Survey, 31% of the 27,715 respondents identified as genderqueer/non-binary showing the
rise of queer labels among the transgender community (James et al. 2016). Queer and
LGBT+ both continue to rise in use into the present-day and may act to counter-balance
each other; LGBT+ representing a comprehensive project of categorization of queer
identity and queer representing an ambiguous refusal of such typological regimes.
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Discussion
Actorhood: Opportunity, Malleability, and Reconstitution
Foucault (2014) recognizes the power of social actors to resist normalized
discourses of actorhood through (dis) avowal while Butler (1990) attests to the potential
of performing new conceptions of actorhood to disrupt normativity.

This study

empirically validates these claims by showing the malleability of discourses of queer
actorhood. Queer actors have underwent numerous and profound shifts in how their
identities have been represented in print literature: nonexistent, mentally ill,
revolutionary, as members of a demographically significant community, and ambiguous
yet non-conforming people. Strands of each of these discourses live on today, however
new terminological distinctions and arrangements maintain greater salience and greater
impact in shaping queer actorhood. This occurs alongside field battles that ensue in
various realms such as print books over how to include or exclude queer actors from the
polity. The malleability and multi-valency of discourse means that with the proper
conditions it is liable to morph and new understandings of reality will become the
primary forms establishing actors’ phenomenological relationship to the social world.
Once a non-entity in discourse, the queer person came into focus around the turn
of the century. One’s sexual preferences and gender expressions had not always been so
defining. Some theorize that the concept of sexual inversion rose to prominence as a
means of mediating anxieties about the growing power of the women’s movement.
Sexual inversion essentially naturalized gender distinctions as biological and thus could
be deployed to legitimate firm boundaries between women’s and men’s spheres that
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women’s movements sought to destabilize (Faderman 2012). The creation of “sexual
inversion” then underpinned a project that sought to concretize and scientifically reify
existing gender structures. Thus, masculine women and effeminate men, or any gender
transgressor of the established gender order for that matter, became not just rebellious or
resistant subjects but pathological and unnatural persons.. Somerville (1994) asserts that
the discourse of homosexuality arose around the same time as heightened racial tensions
emblemized in court cases like Plessy v. Ferguson (1896) that allowed radical
segregation. Somerville (1994) points to similar anatomical and biological reasoning
utilized to justify racial subjugation as was done with queer people initially. Therefore,
the original inception of the queer personage could have been part of a broader venture to
normalize inequalities and dominant relations through the deployment of scientific
rhetoric. If this is the case then not only can identity be reconstituted through resistance,
but this process can also be super-imposed by elites.
New

dominant

modes

of

discourse

come

with

reconstitution

and

institutionalization that validate these new social relationships as well as their
corresponding constraints (Butler 2014). These constraints can be readily seen in the
construction of homosexuality as a disease rather than simply a natural variation from the
norm. As queer identity has been reconstituted through subsequent resistance to salient
discourse, it not only has come with new opportunities, but restrictions as well.
Normalization itself can inhibit free expression and realization of diverse subjectivities.
Homophile was quite assimilationist while gay left that behind opting for militant
activism. While homophile discourse left open more formal channels such as courts to
fight for the incorporation of the queer person, the field shift to gay in print literature
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represented a relinquishing of that sort of appeal in favor of disruptive and noncooperative protests. Transgender ultimately created an enormously expansive catch-all
for gender diversity increasing the collective voice of the gender-variant, however in
doing so perhaps diluted the unique needs of the various gender-specific communities
housed under the typology. These new institutionalized forms then come with
characterizations that empower and limit actors simultaneously while creating
frameworks that become the new phenomenological impetuses to intelligibility.
Discourse then creates the scheme of perception both from the outside and the
interior of a social actor. One must embody certain ideological forms of empowerment
embedded in socio-historically iterative identities to believe one is capable of creating
change through specific methodologies. Moreover, these conceptions must be legitimated
through the enactment of such ideological configurations to crystallize them among a
marginalized community and across social structures.

Interwoven within a web of

discourses, subjects can derive their agency from labels and/or contest such labels.
However, these discourses will inevitably be re-constructed in new ways that provide
new sites for similar processes.
While my study illuminates that successful resistance is followed by the
institutionalization of a new normativity, it also reveals a number of ways that Butler’s
(2014) theory can be expanded. Butler (2014) can further elaborate the relationship
between discourse and institutionalization by incorporating the intentionality behind
discursive reformulations, the adaptive quality of such transformations, and the
possibility of co-present discursive regimes that actors may opt to avow or subscribe to
even in hybrid fashions. Reconstitution might come with accompanying constraints,
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however these discourses of identity can change as a response to pressing needs in
particular contexts. Furthermore, these discourses are reformed in ways that actors deem
fit rather than in arbitrary fashions.
The various field shifts in print literature outlined in the Findings Chapter attest
to the intentional forces underpinning changes to these queer labels in print literature.
This possibility of intentional reconstitution is demonstrated in a number of emergent
terminologies in the queer movement. The discourse of homosexuality initially defined
queer actors purely in terms of the sex they engaged in or chose not to engage in. Queer
actors then consciously reformulated the discourse through the construction of the term
homophile with the explicit purpose to take the emphasis away from sex in defining
queer actors. However, growing disdain with this homophile strategy of assimilation and
privatization would result in the erotic genre expansion of homosexual, print books in the
60’s and 70’s which reclaimed the vitality of queer sexuality. Moreover, the onset of gay
and lesbian liberation would transform queer politics away from the formal tactics of the
homophile era. The dual growth of LGBT and queer discourses following the decline of
gay and lesbian conceptualizations attests to the desire of queer actors to salvage both the
empowering radicalism of gay liberation and the successful assimilation strategies of
earlier homophile discourse. Thus, the field battles waged in the sphere of print literature
display a conscientiousness and rational linearity attesting to an agency in reconstructing
salient formations of actorhood.
From about 1970-1984 one can notice a lull, that signified the incubation of a
new movement which would take off in an incredible print literature discourse explosion
in the 1990’s. Organizing on the ground would forge the foundations for such a print
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book upsurge. This surge was likely inspired by a number of negative political
opportunities that required queer people to effectively disseminate their own messages
and politically mobilize. Queer people either had to mobilize or face the negation of their

hard-fought and nascent fields of cultural inclusion and civil rights. Such negative
opportunities include: the success of the “Save Our Children” campaign of Anita Bryant
in Dade County Florida in 1977 and the proliferation of such campaigns on a transnational scale; Harvey Milk’s murder in 1978 followed by his assailant, Dan White,
being convicted of manslaughter rather than murder in 1979; the AIDS crisis escalating
over the 80s; the Supreme Court upholding Georgia’s anti-sodomy law against oral and
anal sex in 1985; the implementation of the Department of Defense’s Don’t Ask, Don’t
Tell policy; and the passage of the Defense of Marriage Act (DOMA) in 1996. It is
important to note throughout this period how field shifts and genre expansions in print
book discourse adapt to the socio-political landscape.
The 70’s largely constituted an era of growth and organizing of the queer
liberation movement in structure with the creation of radical activist establishments, the
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development of a queer-centered academic discipline with its own publications, and the
integration of a few openly queer leaders into formal politics. During this time Lambda
Legal, the nation’s now oldest and largest legal organization working for queer civil
rights was founded (1973); gay studies programs were established as well as the first
Journal of Homosexuality (1974); and the Democratic National Convention included two
openly gay/lesbian speakers (1972). Kathy Kozachencko, was elected to public office to
the Ann Arbor Michigan city council (1974) followed by Harvey Milk who was the first
openly gay member elected to the San Francisco Board of Supervisors (1977). This
growing politicization of queerness is reflected in the genre expansion of political texts
shown in gay liberation and lesbian-feminist literature. The removal of homosexuality
from the DSM in 1973 only added to this integrating momentum which allowed for queer
people to even more fervently assert their normalcy and remove stigma over the next few
decades. Print book culture mirrors this departure from homosexuality as a field shift
occurs in the mid-70’s where gay increasingly becomes the predominant terminology in
print book publications overtaking homosexual. Various ordinances for employment nondiscrimination were also passed. These post-Stonewall gains would be contested,
however, with Anita Bryant’s Christian backlash, the murder of Harvey Milk and lax
sentencing of Dan White, and the early framing and treatment of the AIDS Crisis.
The AIDS Crisis put queer people, especially queer men, in mortal peril, “men
who have sex with men" (MSM) composed 71% of AIDS diagnoses in 1983 (Osmond
2003). Transgender persons were also especially vulnerable to the lethal condition due to
“the confluence of poverty, social stigma, job discrimination, survival prostitution, fewer
educational resources, lack of access to medical information or healthcare” that plagued
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their social location and enhanced their risk factors (Stryker 2008: 129). This imminent
threat to transgender persons in the wake of AIDS is seen in the growing popularization
of a unified gender-variant typology over the 80’s showing the coming together of these
people in the face of adversity, The disease was initially referred to in the media as GayRelated Immune Deficiency Disorder (GRID) (Faderman 2015).

With media

associations of AIDS as a queer disease, it received little attention or formal public
recognition by the then active Reagan Administration. The queer image was vilified
through religious campaigns that painted queer people as hedonistic recruiters to an
immoral lifestyle and activism became a matter of life or death as queerness’ aberrant
qualities embodied in these discourses inhibited adequate and swift government response
to the AIDS crisis rocking the community. Moreover, queer people saw that their deviant
mainstream imagining allowed for their de facto murderers to get off simply due to
society’s mal-feelings toward queer people and accompanying sympathy to the
homophobic.
Thus, calling upon the more militarized gay identity after radicalization in the
60’s and 70’s as well as the structural advancement during this time was required by such
dire negative socio-political circumstances.

These newly developed queer-positive

structures and conceptualizations would then provide the appropriate channels for queer
people to propagate new discourses proclaiming their humanity, their right to exist
without persecution, and the worth of their lives. Queer people would organize their first
March on Washington in 1979 with more than 100,000 people attendance. The AIDS
advocacy group, ACT UP, would be founded in 1987 and a second March of Washington
would be performed that same year drawing more than 600,000 people (Eaklor 2008).
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ACT UP would institute National Coming Out Day in 1988 and perform guerilla
demonstrations of visibility in churches, TV stations, and in active traffic. In this renewed
militancy, queer people would begin to reclaim queer, a powerful testament to their
dedication in affirming their humanity in the face of rampant discrimination.

Bush

would then pass the Ryan White Care Act in 1990 that provided a federally funded
program for those living with HIV/AIDS. The passage of this act allowed for queer
people to focus their activism less on issues of survival and more on formal inclusions in
the polity and more affirming cultural representations. Likewise, the tactics of subversive
visibility utilized in the 70’s and in AIDS demonstrations contesting the government’s
silence on the issue would be further realized in the sharply intensified presence of nearly
every queer term analyzed over this chapter in print books over the 90’s.
Therefore, this discursive explosion in print literature was both one of necessity
and one that had been built on the expansion and progress of queer activist networks,
queer areas of knowledge production, and the new cultural space for de-stigmatization of
queer social identity. The queer liberation movement would see some of its most
significant gains in the 2000’s following this print book explosion in the 90s: federal
repeal of anti-sodomy laws, federal Hate Crimes Prevention Act (2009), repeal of Don’t
Ask, Don’t Tell (DADT) (2010), and marriage equality, Obergefell v Hodges (2015).
One can see that the terms gay and lesbian start to decline in the mid-90’s, coinciding
with the onset of LGBT and queer frameworks which continue to rise in print literature. It
is interesting that these two frameworks simultaneously rise together because to some
extent they represent alternative strands of queerness: LGBT+ representing a return to
assimilation and embrace of elaborate typologies and queer symbolizing the rejection of
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normative society and categorization. Thus, queer actors in contemporary United States
seem to have co-present discourses to avow that encompass vastly different subject
positions demonstrating the multifarious nature of discourse and the complexity of a dual
institutionalization, a dynamic that Butler (2014) does not theorize. Thus, queer identity
is evolving again and this time with greater and greater incorporation into the American
social world and more options than ever before. With this discursive shift and legitimacy
comes a greater ability to change structure.

Conclusion
Through my process of historical process tracing of the queer liberation
movement informed by my phenomenological discourse analysis of social conceptions of
queer actorhood, I am able to draw a number of conclusions regarding the causal
relationship between discourse and existing social structures. Over the long 20th century
public portrayals of queer identity have provided queer social actors with different ideas
concerning the possibilities and just spheres for their personages as well as positive and
negative opportunities to congregate, mobilize, and redefine such prevailing ideologies.
Conversely, pre-existing legal, medical, and religious institutional structures among
others have fashioned queer actors’ legitimate social realms and behaviors through
informal and formally coded regulations.

Structure has both repressed the queer

community resulting in free-space formations and subsequent galvanizations as well as
provided new spaces of inclusion for the queer person in the polity as they become a
protected class across the United States with legal recourse to potential harassment and
discrimination.
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Overall, I draw two main conclusions from this study of queer liberation. First,
that there is a dynamic and iterative relationship between structure and discourse. Just as
new discourses of identity provide unique opportunities for contestation, organization,
and mobilization that changes structure, changes in structure must also provide new
socio-political landscapes to construct and morph identity anew. Second, each iterative
term of queerness comes with its own unique opportunities and restrictions at given
historical moments. This depends on the cultural connotations attached to the term and its
institutionalization in legal, medical, religious, and other systems of social organization.
This dynamic between discourse and structure plays out in multiple social fields at
different paces and receptions due to the idiosyncratic institutions that govern these
relatively autonomous spheres of social life. With the medicalization of homosexuality
came pathology in the mainstream world yet opportunities for community building
among queer people. Similarly, the declassification of homosexuality as a mental illness
in the DSM in 1973 as well as the nationwide repeal of anti-sodomy laws through
Lawrence v Texas in 2003 acted to legitimate queer practices by medicine and the
government.
Although the queer liberation has witnessed some of its most exciting inclusions
and entitlements in the American social world in recent years, the threatening of old
institutional parameters can lead to backlash. Just as anxieties surrounding the women’s
movement might have triggered the initial pathological construction of the queer person
to scientifically legitimate the status quo, the growing success of the queer movement be
generating similar unrest and concern, Political triumphs are often followed by violent
and political oppression. This phenomenon is thoroughly recorded especially in the
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subsequent surge in lynching and racist legislation passed against black people in the
U.S. following the abolition of slavery as well as the domestic and sexual violence
inflicted upon Liberian women after the peace agreements in 2003 where women had
played an empowering role that upheaved their traditional gender expectations (Marx
1998; Theobold 2012). In the months following Trump’s election, anti-LGBTQ+ hate
crimes in Washington D.C. increased by 59% (Chibbaro 2017). Hate crimes in general
have increased across the nation during and following the 2016 election cycle (Reuters
2017). The West Virginian Supreme Court ruled that anti-LGBT assaults do not qualify
as hate crimes under their law in May of 2017 (Connely 2017). In addition to this
heightened brutality, states across the U.S. are now seeking to overturn the Supreme
Courts’ marriage equality decision through various legislative means specifically in
North Carolina, Tennessee, and Texas (Avery 2017; Cantu 2017; Janavel 2017).
The moment Trump was elected, the LGBT rights page vanished from the White
House’s page (Itkowitz 2017). Later, it was announced that queer people would be
excluded from the 2020 Census preventing the acquisition of highly valuable and
respected quantitative data to give contours to the minority (Visser 2017). These moves
will surely compromise the visibility and weight of queer claims on the polity, essentially
erasing them from official representations of U.S. citizenry. Moreover, Trump has given
new ammunition to conservative and anti-queer religious people with the issuance of his
executive order in May of 2017 (Scott 2017). This order applies stringent protections to
free speech and religious freedom and much like Eisenhower’s Executive Order, uses
coded language to the detriment of the queer community; free speech protects hate
speech and religious freedom protects the right of religious people to exclude and
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discriminate against queer people. These contemporary tensions also seem to mirror
previous trends affecting the queer liberation movement such as their erasure in the
Reagan Administration and continuing religious persecution and vilification.
Yet, the legacy of the queer liberation movement has left a number of invaluable
organizational networks and a growing community of queer-identified persons and allies
that will have resources to combat such reactionary repression in the coming years.
LGBT Youth Allies recorded more than 50 national organizations dedicated to the rights
and inclusion of the queer community in the present-day United States (LGBT Youth
Allies 2017). According to the American Civil Liberties Union (ACLU) who has fought
for such rights as LGBT adoption, after Trump’s election the organization received the
largest surge of support in its 94-year history of around 120,000 donations totaling more
than 7.2 million dollars (The Associated Press 2016). Furthermore, major LGBTQ+
rights organizations reported similar increased contributions such as the Human Rights
Campaign and Lambda Legal. Lambda Legal recorded 1,000 first-time donors in the four
days following Trump’s election (The Associated Press 2016). If this historical analysis
attests to anything, it is that negative political opportunities have been effectively
harnessed and capitalized on by the queer community resulting in their most significant
gains and expansions.
Categorization, therefore, can lead to both an other-ing and marginalization, as it
can also foster solidarity and the seeds of social change. The queer movement today
already has achieved a number of federal gains and has far-reaching and formalized
activist networks, but needs to consider carefully the nature and power of discourse to
combat repression in the face of this new wave of adversity. In discourse there is the
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power of pathologization, affirmation, and transformation and the appropriate channeling
of such potentials can bring about massive revolutions and reformulations of social
structure. The study of social movements seems all the more pressing in our current
political climate marked by hyper-partisanship and a more overt return to power
concentrated in the hands of an elite class of white, cisgender, heterosexual, and upperclass men. With the vilification and marginalization of difference central to the campaign
strategies and contemporary policy initiatives of the Trump Administration, investigating
the meaning and potential of identity for contesting oppressive social structures appears
to have profound significance in coming years where these classes seek to more
concretely re-inscribe their supremacy and the normalcy of inequality in the American
social world. As queer and LGBT+ ascend to greater and greater prominence, how might
discourses of queer actorhood adapt again to this new socio-political landscape to
facilitate the flourishing and inclusion of queer actors once more? For certain,
constructions of queerness are anything but static.
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